


British Civilization provides a comprehensive introduction to a wide range
of aspects of contemporary Britain, including its country and people, poli-
tics and government, education, the economy, the media, arts and religion.
The fifth edition of this highly praised textbook has been comprehensively
updated and revised. It includes:

� a concise chronology of the most significant events in British history
� fully revised illustrations to portray contemporary British life.
� exercises and questions to stimulate classroom discussion
� updated coverage of British politics to include the 2001 general elec-

tion and Blair’s second term
� new material on devolution and on Wales, Scotland and Ireland more

generally
� insights into the attitudes of British people today towards important

issues
� updated guide to further reading, including key web site addresses to

assist research

John Oakland is Senior Lecturer in English at the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology. He is author of Contemporary Britain: A Survey
with Texts (Routledge, 2001), A Dictionary of British Institutions
(Routledge, 1993) and, with David Mauk, of American Civilization (3rd
edition, Routledge, 2002).
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This book examines some central features of British society and places them
within a historical context. Current debates, developments and attitudes on
many issues are also evaluated.

The book is necessarily indebted to many sources for its facts, ideas
and statistics, to which acknowledgement is gratefully made (see Further
reading). Particular thanks are due to Britain: An Official Handbook
(annual) and the Annual Abstract of Statistics (both published by the
Sationery Office, London); British Social Attitudes; and Market and
Opinion Research International (MORI).

The websites included in this book are mainly those of public insti-
tutions. Although these may present official and standard views, they are
often more permanent, up-to-date and informative than many independent
websites, which can quickly change their addresses and content or simply
disappear.

The term ‘billion’ in this book means ‘thousand million’.
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Early history

Prehistory British-Irish islands once part of European land mass: warmer
conditions alternated with Ice Ages

500,000 BC earliest human bones found in southern England

250,000 BC nomadic Old Stone Age (Palaeolithic) peoples

50,000 BC warmer climate encouraged the arrival of distant ancestors of the
modern populations

10,000 BC end of Ice Ages. Population consisted of hunter-gatherers and
fishers

5000 BC contemporary islands gradually separated from continental Europe

3000 BC New Stone Age (Neolithic) peoples populated the western parts of
the islands. Farming introduced

2400 BC Beaker Folk (Bronze Age) settled in southeast and eastern England

ca 600 BC settlement of the Celts (Iron Age) began

55–54 BC Julius Caesar’s exploratory expeditions

AD 43 Roman conquest of England, Wales and (temporarily) lowland
Scotland by Claudius. Christian influences

200–400 the Scots from Ireland colonized western Scotland

122–38 Hadrian’s Wall built between Scotland and England

409 Roman army withdrew from Britain

410 Germanic (Anglo-Saxon) invasions began; Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
created from the 450s in England. Mainly Celtic peoples in Wales,
Ireland, parts of Scotland and Cornwall

430 Existing Christianity in Ireland later spread by St Patrick and
others in Ireland and Scotland

597 St Augustine converted Anglo-Saxons to Christianity
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664 Synod of Whitby chose Roman Catholic church model

789–95 Scandinavian (Viking) raids began

820 the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms dominated by Wessex

832–60 union of the Celts (Scots and Picts) in Scotland to form most of
the eventual kingdom of Scotland

878 Vikings defeated in England by King Alfred of Wessex

954 the Kingdom of England formed

1014 Vikings defeated in Ireland

The early Middle Ages

1066 William the Conqueror defeated King Harold at Hastings and
ascended the English throne. Feudalism introduced

1086 Domesday Book (tax records) compiled in England

1169 Henry II invaded the east coast of Ireland

1215 King John signed Magna Carta, which protected English feudal
(aristocratic) rights against royal abuse

c. 1220 first Oxford and Cambridge colleges created

1258 and first English parliamentary structures
1264

1275 the Model Parliament (first regular English Parliament)

1282 much of Wales controlled by England under Edward I

1296 the Scots defeated by Edward I

1297 first Irish Parliament

1314 battle of Bannockburn regained Scottish independence

1326 first Scottish Parliament

The late Middle Ages

1337 Hundred Years War between England and France began

1348–49 Black Death (bubonic plague) destroyed a third of the islands’
population

1362 English replaced French as the official language

1381 Peasants’ Revolt in England

ca 1387– Geoffrey Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales
ca 1394

1400–10 Failed Welsh revolt by Owain Glyndwr against English 

1407 the House of Commons became responsible for taxation

1411 the first university in Scotland founded (St Andrews)

1415 the Battle of Agincourt; England defeated France

1455–87 Wars of the Roses between Yorkists and Lancastrians

1477 first book printed in England, by William Caxton
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Towards the nation state (Britain)

1509 accession of Henry VIII

1534–40 English Reformation; Henry VIII broke with Papacy and became
Head of the English Church (Roman Catholic)

1536–42 Acts of Union integrated England and Wales 

1547–53 Protestantism became official religion in England under Edward VI

1553–58 Catholic reaction under Mary I

1558–1603 Elizabeth I. Protestant ascendancy

1558 Calais, England’s last possession in France, lost

1560 creation of Protestant Church of Scotland by John Knox

1584 first English colony (Virginia) in North America

1587 Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, executed in London

1588 defeat of Spanish Armada

ca 1590– plays of William Shakespeare written
ca 1613

1600 East India (trading) Company founded

1603 union of the two crowns under James VI of Scotland (James I of
England)

1607 Plantation of Ulster with Scottish and English settlers

1611 the Authorized (King James) Version of the Bible issued

1642–48 Civil Wars between King and Parliament

1649 execution of Charles I, monarchy abolished

1653–58 Oliver Cromwell ruled as Lord Protector

1660 monarchy restored under Charles II

1665 the Great Plague in England

1666 the Great Fire of London

1679 Habeus Corpus Act passed. Party political system grew

1688 The Glorious Revolution: accession of William III and Mary II to
the throne

1689 the Declaration of Rights

1690 Irish defeated by William III at the Battle of the Boyne

The eighteenth century

1707 Acts of Union joined England/Wales and Scotland (Great Britain)

1715 Scottish Jacobite rebellions crushed

1721 Walpole became Britain’s first prime minister

1739 War with Spain

1742 War with France

1745 Failed Scottish rebellion under Bonnie Prince Charlie

1760s–1830s Industrial Revolutions
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1761 opening of the Bridgewater Canal began the Canal Age

1769 the steam engine and the spinning machine invented

1775–83 American War for Independence; loss of 13 Colonies

1793–1815 Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars

The nineteenth century

1801 Act of Union joined Great Britain and Ireland (United Kingdom)

1805 Battle of Trafalgar. Nelson defeated the French navy

1807 abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire

1815 Napoleon defeated by Wellington at Waterloo

1825 opening of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, the world’s first
passenger railway

1829 Catholic emancipation (freedom of religious worship)

1832 First Reform Act extended the male franchise (vote)

1838 the People’s Charter and the beginning of trade unions

1839 The Durham Report on dominion status for some colonies

1845 disastrous harvest failure in Ireland

1851 first trade unions appeared

1853–56 The Crimean War

1868 Trades Union Congress (TUC) established

1870 elementary state school education introduced

1871 legal recognition of trade unions

1899 The Boer War (South Africa)

The twentieth century

1901 death of Queen Victoria (born 1837)

1911 political power of the House of Lords restricted

1914–18 First World War

1916 Easter Rising against Britain in Dublin

1918 all men over twenty-one receive the vote

1921–22 Irish Free State established; Northern Ireland remained part of the
United Kingdom

1924 the first Labour government

1926 the General Strike

1928 votes for all women over twenty-one

1931 the Commonwealth officially formed

1939–45 Second World War (W. Churchill, Prime Minister 1940) 

1944 the Butler Education Act: compulsory secondary school education

1945 United Nations formed

1947 Independence for India and Pakistan
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1948 National Health Service created

1949 Irish Free State became Republic of Eire. NATO created

1952 accession of Elizabeth II

1956 the Suez Canal Crisis

1965 death penalty abolished

1965–69 oil and gas discoveries in the North Sea

1968 protest and violence erupted in Northern Ireland

1972 direct rule from Westminster in Northern Ireland

1973 Britain entered European Economic Community (now EU) 

1975 referendum on Britain’s continued membership of EEC

1979 Margaret Thatcher: Britain’s first woman Prime Minister

1982 the Falklands War with Argentina

1994 the Channel Tunnel between France and Britain opened

1997 referendums on devolution for Scotland and Wales

1999–2000 devolution structures in Scotland (a Parliament) and Wales and
Northern Ireland (Assemblies)
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TH E  F O L L O W I N G  C H A P T E R S  E X A M I N E Britain’s physical geography,
the British people and the historical evolution of structural features in

the society. The latter currently take many different forms and sizes;
operate on both national and local levels; embrace a range of attitudes and
values; and help to promote and condition cultural identities.

The major formal features, such as Parliament, monarchy, law and
government, are concerned with state or public business and initiate poli-
cies in top-down and hierarchical form. But there are many other structures
on both public and private levels of social activity, such as sports, families,
leisure activities, neighbourhoods, popular culture and habitual ways of 
life which have their own value-systems. They frequently have a bottom-
up form and may illustrate more localized, informal and individualistic
characteristics.

The ‘British way of life’ and British identities are partly determined
by how people function within and react to national and local structures,
whether positively or negatively. These are not remote abstractions but
directly influence individuals in their daily lives. For example, government
policies affect citizens and families; commercial organizations influence
choices in music, clothes and fashion; the media try to shape news values
and agendas; sponsorship and advertising may determine sports activities;
and local government partly conditions community life. These features
cover a range of practices on both high and popular cultural levels. Their
number and variety mean that there are many different ‘ways of life’ in
Britain and all contribute to the diversity and pluralistic identities of
contemporary society.

Social structures must adapt to new situations if they are to survive
and their present roles may be very different from their original functions.

Introduction



In earlier centuries, England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland experienced very
varied events and conflicts in their historical growth. But, since 1707 when
England and Wales were united with Scotland as Great Britain and since
1801 when the United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland)
was formed, British state structures and a resulting social life have gener-
ally evolved slowly, unevenly and pragmatically, rather than by violent
change.

These characteristics have often been attributed to the allegedly
insular and conservative mentalities of island peoples, with their supposed
preference for traditional habits and institutions. Some influences have
come from abroad. But the absence of any successful external military inva-
sion of the islands since the Norman Conquest of AD 1066 has allowed
England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland to develop internally in distinctive
ways, despite wars and disputes between them. The resulting social prin-
ciples, such as parliamentary democracy and religion, have often been
imitated by other countries, or exported overseas through the creation of
an empire and a commercial need to establish world markets for British
goods.

The development of the British state and its empire historically was
aided by increasing military and economic strength so that by the nine-
teenth century Britain had become a dominant world power. But the
country has experienced substantial changes since the earlier imperial
period and from the mid-twentieth century. Today it is a complex society
in which diversity has created problems as well as advantages.

Britain today may give an impression of homogeneous or uniform
behaviour. But there are differences in the society, such as the cultural
distinctiveness and separate identities of Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland (leading to the devolution of some political power in 1999–2000);
subsequent demands for local autonomy in some English regions (such as
the north-east); disparities between affluent and economically depressed
areas throughout the country (including the decay and social deprivation
of many inner-city locations); alleged cultural gaps between North and
South; political variety (reflected in support for different political parties in
different parts of Britain); debates on the positions of women, minority
groups and ethnic communities (with tensions between national identity
and ethnicity); campaigns for individual and collective rights (with the
conflict between rights and responsibilities); a gulf between rich and poor
(with a growing underclass of disadvantaged, alienated people); and gener-
ational differences between young and old.

Such features illustrate the present divisions in British society. They
suggest a decline in the traditional deference to authority, consensus views
and national institutions. The people are now more Nonconformist, multi-
ethnic and individualistic than in the past. Opinion polls suggest that the
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British feel that they have become more aggressive, more selfish, less
tolerant, less kind, less moral, less honest and less polite. Their society is
sometimes portrayed as one riddled with mistrust, coarseness and cynicism
in which materialism, relativistic values, celebrity worship and a sensa-
tionalist tabloid media constitute the new standards.

Arguably, such developments have led to an increase in anti-social
behaviour, yobbishness, public scruffiness, serious alchohol and drug abuse,
disputes between neighbours, street crime and public disorder. The tolerant
civic image of individual liberty and sense of community, which foreigners
and the British often have of the country, has suffered. Critics and politi-
cians want a return to social responsibility, consensus or inclusive politics
and a caring society in which individuals feel that they have a place.

Many Britons are worried about the quality and services of their
society. An opinion poll prior to the 2001 general election found 
which issues were important for them in deciding which party to vote for
(Table 0.1). Such issues are of concern to and affect British people on a
personal level in their daily lives.

Pressures are consequently placed on social structures and politicians
to reflect and respond more adequately to current worries. The perfor-
mances of British national and local institutions are vigorously debated and
many are found wanting. Questions are asked as to whether the existing
structures can cope with the needs and demands of contemporary life, 
and whether (and how) they might be reformed in order to operate more
efficiently and responsively. Such questioning is also linked to debates
about how the country should be organized socially, politically and
economically.

This domestic situation has been influenced by external pressures.
Since the Second World War (1939–45), Britain has had to adjust with
difficulty to the results of a withdrawal from empire; a reduction in world
status; global economic recessions; increased foreign competition; and
changes in the geo-political world order. Britain has been forced into a
reluctant search for a new identity and direction. While maintaining many
of its traditional worldwide commercial and cultural links, it has moved
from empire and the Commonwealth towards an economic and political
commitment to Europe, mainly through membership of the European
Union (EU).

In recent centuries, Britain rarely saw itself as part of mainland
Europe. It sheltered behind the barrier of the English Channel and its
outlook was westwards and worldwide. Today the psychological and phys-
ical isolation from Europe is changing, as illustrated by increased
co-operation between Britain and other European countries and by the
opening (1994) of a Channel rail tunnel between England and France. But
the relationship between Britain and Europe continues to be problematic,
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and new associations have been forced by events and circumstances, rather
than wholeheartedly sought.

Despite such developments and more internal social diversity, there
is still a conservatism in British life which regards change with suspicion.
The ‘forces of conservatism’ (in Tony Blair’s words) may lead to tension
between the often enforced need for reform and a nostalgia for an assumed
ideal past. They can cause difficulties for progress and the evolution of
social structures. Historical fact demonstrates that the past in Britain was
not as idyllic as is sometimes imagined. But the myth and traditional
patterns of behaviour still hold considerable attraction for many people.

Fundamental change does not come easily to old cultures such as
Britain, and social structures (or the human beings who operate them) are
often resistant to major alteration. It is argued that Britain since the 1950s
has been unwilling to face large-scale reassessment in its social, political,
economic and institutional structures. A relative economic decline since 
the late nineteenth century was joined to a political system and national
mentality which could not cope with the reality or needs of the post-
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4 Introduction

T A B L E  0 . 1 Top issues facing British society, 2001

Per cent

Health care 73

Education 62

Law and order 50

Pensions 40

Taxation 37

Public transport 31

Managing the economy 31

Unemployment 30

Asylum seekers/immigration 27

Europe 26

Protecting the natural environment 26

Housing 21

Animal welfare 11

Defence 11

The constitution and devolution 8

Northern Ireland 7

Trade unions 6

Source: MORI June 2001



industrial and culturally diverse society that Britain had become. Much of
this decline was supposedly due to long-term and global events which were
not reversible. But it is argued that the country still suffers from structural
defects, which need radical rethinking. Pragmatic evolution and a com-
placent attachment to past habits are, in this view, no longer sufficient.

Britain does have its problems. There is continuing social instability,
such as the tension between tradition and modernization; a gap between
rich and poor; industrial and technological change; inadequacies in social
institutions (such as education and health); alleged lack of governmental
competence and vision; social fragmentation; and an apparent decline in
cohesion and identity.

But, despite the often lurid picture of social decay painted by some
commentators, the essential fabric of British society is not falling apart.
Biased ideological views and a British capacity for self-denigration and
complaint can encourage unbalanced, sensational views, and events may
be exaggerated beyond their national importance or representative value.
Most British people now enjoy greater prosperity and opportunities,
although the economy suffered a globally influenced downturn in some
sectors from 2001. But continuing structural and social problems warn
against undue complacency.

Assumptions about British life have in fact been strongly questioned
in recent decades. Conservative governments under Margaret Thatcher
(1979–90) tried to reform social structures and promote new attitudes.
They attempted to reduce the state’s role in public affairs and replace it by
‘market forces’. The focus was upon economic growth; competition; priva-
tization (state concerns transferred to the private sector); the creation of
choice and standards in public services such as education and health; and
the reform of bodies such as the trade unions, some professions and local
government. People were encouraged to be more responsible for their own
affairs without reliance on the state for support (the ‘dependency culture’)
and to adopt more individual competitiveness and efficiency (the ‘enterprise
culture’).

Such policies were partially successful on the economic level, but there
was resistance to the alleged accompanying selfishness and social divisive-
ness. While some people applauded the freedoms of an enterprise culture,
others strongly wished for more intervention and funding in public social
services. This suggests that it is difficult to change Britons’ attitudes and
that many people still look to the state for support in areas such as health,
education and Social Security. Nevertheless, market programmes continued
under the Conservative Prime Minister John Major (1990–97).

Meanwhile, the Labour Party modernized its policies and moved 
to the political centre. Since gaining power in 1997, the Labour govern-
ment under Tony Blair has not deviated from the Conservative economic
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approach, while pursuing cautious policies. It has also attempted (not
without opposition) to modernize Britain by creating a ‘new, young and
inclusive’ society. It is addressing social and economic realities, emphasizes
personal initiative and responsibility and stresses that hard choices must be
made. But the government will have to deliver on its 2001 election promises
to improve public services. It has spent large amounts of money on educa-
tion, health and transport in order to prevent their collapse, raising fears
of personal income tax rises.

Opposition to some government programmes (such as the local
government property tax under Thatcher or fuel prices and rural policy
under Blair) and acceptance of others demonstrate that social change can
occur in various, often interconnected, ways. Some social structures wither
away because they are no longer used. Others are reformed internally as
new situations arise. Additional forces for change are opposition political
parties with their alternative programmes; interest or pressure groups
exerting influence upon decision-makers; grassroots movements protesting
at some action or lack of action; campaigns by the media to promote reform
or uncover scandals; and the weight of public opinion for or against offi-
cial plans. However, government initiatives are the single most important
factor in determining structural change as politicians implement policies or
respond to events.

The British allow their governments a great deal of power in the
running of the country. But there is a limit to their tolerance and their
disquiet may be shown in public opinion polls, demonstrations and general
election results. Most politicians are sensitive to the views of the people,
since their hold upon political power is dependent upon the electorate.
Governments usually govern with at least one eye on public opinion and
generally attempt to gain acceptance for their policies. They have to move
cautiously (even with big majorities in the House of Commons like the
Labour government) and may suffer setbacks in some of their programmes.

The British assume, rightly or wrongly, that they have an individual
independence and liberty within the framework of social institutions and
are quick to voice disapproval if their interests are threatened. Protest is a
natural and traditional reaction, as well as being a safety valve against more
serious social and political disruption. But dissension may be neutralized
by the promise of reform, or ignored by government. Adequate responses
may not come from the authorities and there is always the danger of more
serious conflict and public alienation. However, peaceful evolution char-
acterizes most of British life and gradualist changes reflect the diverse
nature of the society and its attitudes.

But the British are healthily cynical, irreverent, critical and increas-
ingly apathetic about their state institutions and political leaders. British
Social Attitudes: 1988–9 (pp. 121–2) suggested that ‘The [British] public’s
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trust in the pillars of the British establishment is at best highly qualified 
. . . [They] seem intuitively to have discovered that the surest protection
against disillusionment with their public figures and powerful institutions
is to avoid developing illusions about them in the first place.’

The British today are confronting cultural and economic realities
different from those of the past. They do not enjoy the benefits of earlier
industrial revolutions, such as cheap raw materials, cheap labour and an
uncompetitive world market. The society has seen a decline in traditional
certainties and become more diverse, mobile, stressful, conflict-ridden and
individualistic. Old pragmatic methods of innovation, which illustrate the
British tendency to muddle through difficulties without long-term planning
or fundamental reform, are no longer sufficient for an era in which special-
ized education and training, high-technology competence and a need to
respond to international competition are the main determinants.

But a British Council/MORI poll in November 1999 showed that
many overseas countries see Britain as tradition-ridden, backward-looking
and conventional, with images of monarchy, kilts, castles and aristocracy
predominating. It is argued that Britain must change this image and reduce
the gap between such foreign perceptions and the country’s contemporary
reality, while preserving its traditional strengths.

On the other hand, a survey by Encyclopaedia Britannica in
November 2001 found that most recent school-leavers in Britain were igno-
rant of some of the key events in British history and a quarter had no
interest in bygone days. Historical knowledge was also sorely lacking
among adults.

Explain and examine the following terms:

insular grassroots pragmatic sponsorship
deference conservatism inner-city diversity
consensus kilts pluralism ethnic
nostalgia autonomy post-industrial modernization
myth dependency nonconformist evolution
enterprise Thatcher yobbishness community
hierarchies homogeneous inclusive apathetic

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

Introduction 7

Exercises ❖



Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Examine the view that Britain is a quaint, old-fashioned museum piece,
backward-looking and conventional.

2 What are some of the characteristics that you would associate with the
British people and their society?

Abercrombie, Nicholas and Warde, Alan (2000) Contemporary British Society Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers

Blair, Tony (1996) New Britain: My Vision of a Young Country London: Fourth Estate

English, Richard and Kenny, Michael (eds) (1999) Rethinking British Decline London:
Macmillan

Halsey, A.H. and Webb, J. (2000) Twentieth-Century British Social Trends London:
Palgrave/Macmillan

Marwick, Arthur (2000) A History of the Modern British Isles 1914–1999 Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers

Obelkevich, James and Catterall, Peter (eds) (1994) Understanding Post-War British
Society London: Routledge

Savage, S.P. and Atkinson R. (2001) Public Policy Under Blair London:
Palgrave/Macmillan

Central Office of Information: www.coi.gov.uk

Prime Minister’s Office: www.number-10.gov.uk

British Tourist Authority: www.visitbritain.com

British Council: http://www.mori.com/polls/1999/britcoun.shtml

The MORI Organization: www.mori.com
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AM O R I P O L L  I N  J U N E  2 0 0 1 (before later terrorist attacks on the USA)
reported that Britons’ greatest global concerns (ahead of world war

and poverty) were the environment and global warming. Such attitudes are
also reflected in how the British respond to their own physical geography
and its industries and led the Labour government to create a new Depart-
ment for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) in 2001. A
knowledge of Britain’s geography serves both to contextualize these worries
and to indicate the role it plays in partly forming British identities.

Geographical identities

Most British people identify themselves at one level with the larger polit-
ical and geographical areas in which they live. The country’s title for
constitutional and political purposes is the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, with the short forms ‘UK’ and ‘Britain’ being
used for convenience. It is part of those islands, known geographically 
as the British Isles (but more correctly as the British-Irish Islands), which
lie off the north-west coast of continental Europe. The mainlands of
England, Scotland and Wales form the largest island with the political title
of Great Britain. Northern Ireland shares the second-largest island with 
the Republic of Ireland (Ireland or Eire), which has been independent of
Britain since 1921–22. Smaller islands, such as Anglesey, the Isle of Wight,
the Orkneys, Shetlands, Hebrides and Scillies, are also part of the British
political union.

But the Isle of Man in the Irish Sea and the Channel Islands off the
French west coast are not part of the United Kingdom. They are self-
governing Crown Dependencies which have a historical relationship with
the British Crown and possess their own independent legal systems, legis-
latures and administrative structures. However, the British government is
responsible for their defence and foreign relations and can intervene if good
administration is not maintained.

On a smaller level of geographical identification, Britain is often
divided up into ‘regions’. These are not the same as local government
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structures (see Chapter 3). They can be politico-economic structures for
British and EU purposes; assistance and development areas; or service
locations for supplies of gas, water and electricity. They are often based,
as in figure 1.3, on former economic planning regions. In 1999, Regional
Development Agencies (RDAs) were created in England which cover the
same areas.

‘Regionalism’ and ‘localism’, as cultural factors, are significant in
British life, but opinions differ on how strong they actually are. They can
illustrate a sense of belonging, which becomes more evident with increasing
distance from London and the UK government. They may reflect a deter-
mination by regional or local populations to assert their individual identi-
ties. These have increased in Scotland, Wales and (arguably) Northern
Ireland with the devolution of political power from London and the estab-
lishment (1999–2000) of a Parliament in Edinburgh and Assemblies in
Cardiff and Belfast. But smaller local government areas in these countries
may well react to centralized power in the capital cities. Devolution has
also provoked demands for greater autonomy in some English regions such
as the north-east, and the RDAs may serve as future sites for devolved
regional government in England.

Identification with even smaller local areas was arguably more signif-
icant when the British were a rural people living in villages and were less
mobile. But today, this identity may still be strongly focused on cities (such
as Manchester, Liverpool, Glasgow, Belfast, London and Cardiff) or on
English and Welsh counties rather than the larger regional areas.

Physical features and climate

Historically, Britain’s physical features have influenced human settlement,
population movements, military conquest and political union. They have
also conditioned the location and exploitation of industry, transport
systems, agriculture, fisheries, woodlands and energy supplies. Today they
continue to influence such activities and are tied to public concerns about
pollution, weather change, the state of the natural environment and the
quality of food products. Some have been affected by government policies
(such as privatization) and European Union directives on agriculture and
fisheries.

In recent years, the countryside has become a fierce political issue.
Many rural inhabitants, groups such as The Countryside Alliance and
farmers feel neglected by the UK central government. They and others
object to the alleged destruction of the physical environment and the lack
of understanding of country life. In Britain, there has historically been a
tension between urban and rural cultures but many people (even in the
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cities) feel a traditional (if romanticized) nostalgia and identity for the 
countryside.

Britain’s geographical position is marked by latitude 50°N in southern
England and by latitude 60°N across the Shetlands. It thus lies within only
10° of latitude and has a small and compact size when compared with some
European countries. Yet it also possesses a great diversity of physical
features, which surprises those visitors who expect a mainly urban and
industrialized country. The many beauty spots and recreation areas, such
as the ten National Parks in England and Wales and areas of natural beauty
in Scotland and Northern Ireland, may be easily reached without much
expenditure of time or effort.

Britain’s physical area covers 93,025 square miles (242,842 square
kilometres). Most is land and the rest comprises inland water such as lakes
and rivers. England has 50,052 square miles (129,634 sq km), Wales has
7,968 (20,637), Scotland has 29,799 (77,179) and Northern Ireland has
5,206 (13,438). England is significantly larger than the other countries and
also has (2000) the biggest population (49,753,000) in a UK total of
59,501,000. These factors partly explain the English dominance in British
history and the mixed attitudes of Scotland, Ireland and Wales towards
their large neighbour.

The distance from the south coast of England to the most northerly
tip of the Scottish mainland is 600 miles (955 km), and the English east
coast and the Welsh west coast are 300 miles (483 km) apart. These
relatively small distances have aided the development of political union and
communications and contributed to social, economic and institutional
norms throughout Britain. But, prior to the eighteenth century, there 
were considerable obstacles to this progress, such as difficult terrain and
inadequate transportation.

Britain’s varied physical characteristics are a source of identification
for many people, such as the Giant’s Causeway in Northern Ireland, the
cliffs of Dover in southern England, the Highlands of Scotland and the
Welsh mountains. These result from a long geological and climatic history.
Earth movements forced mountains to rise from the sea-bed to form the
oldest parts of Britain. Warmer, sub-tropical periods then created large
swamp forests covering lowland zones. These, in turn, were buried by sand,
soil and mud, and the forests’ fossil remains became coal deposits. Later,
the climate alternated between warmth and Arctic temperatures. During
the latter Ice Age periods, glaciers moved southwards over the islands, with
only southern England free from their effects.

Highland areas were slowly worn away by weathering agents such as
wind, ice and water. This process rounded off the mountain peaks and
moved waste materials into lowland zones, where they were pressed 
into new rocks and where the scenery became softer and less folded. 
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The geological and weathering changes shaped valleys and plains and
dictated the siting of Britain’s major rivers, such as the Clyde in Scotland;
the Tyne, Trent, Severn and Thames in England and Wales; and the Bann
and Lagan in Northern Ireland.

Natural forces have also affected the coastlines as the seas have moved
backwards and forwards over time. Parts of the coastal area have either
sunk under the sea or risen above it. These processes continue today, partic-
ularly on the English coasts. Geological tilting, rising sea levels and sea
erosion have resulted in the loss of land, houses and farms, while the sea’s
retreat in some places has created either chalk and limestone uplands or
sand beaches along the coasts.

Britain was originally part of the European mainland. But the melting
of the glaciers in the last Ice Age caused the sea level to rise. The country
was separated from the continent by the North Sea at its widest, and by
the English Channel at its narrowest, points. The shortest stretch of water
between the two land masses is now the Strait of Dover between Dover in
southern England and Calais in France (24 miles, 38 km).

There are many bays, inlets, peninsulas and estuaries along the coasts,
and most places in Britain are less than 75 miles (120 km) from some kind
of tidal water. Tides on the coasts and in inland rivers (in addition to heavy
rainfall) can cause flooding in many parts of the country. Substantial
finance is needed by local authorities to construct defences against this
threat. For example, a London flood barrier was completed in 1984 across
the River Thames. Flooding seriously affected many low-lying inland areas
of Britain in 2000–01, with people suffering property and financial loss.

The coastal seas are not deep and are often less than 300 feet (90
metres) because they lie on the Continental Shelf, or raised sea-bed adja-
cent to the mainland. The warm North Atlantic Current (Gulf Stream)
heats the sea and air as it travels from the Atlantic Ocean across the Shelf.
This gives the country a more temperate climate than would otherwise be
the case, when one considers its northerly position. It also influences the
coastal fish breeding grounds, on which the national fishing industry is
considerably dependent.

Britain’s physical relief can be divided into highland and lowland
Britain (see figure 1.2). The highest ground is mainly in the north and west.
Most of the lowland zones, except for the Scottish Lowlands and central
areas of Northern Ireland, are in the south and east of the country, where
only a few points reach 1,000 feet (305 metres) above sea level.

The north and west consist of older, harder rocks created by ancient
earth movements, which are generally unsuitable for cultivation. The south
and east comprise younger, softer materials formed by weathering pro-
cesses, which have produced fertile soils and good agricultural condi-
tions. Much of the lowland area, except for urban and industrial regions,
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F I G U R E  1 . 2 Highland and lowland Britain



is cultivated and farmed. It largely comprises fields, which are divided by
fences or hedges. Animal grazing land in upland zones is separated either
by moorland or stone walls.

England

England (population 49,753,000) consists mainly of undulating or flat
lowland countryside, with highland areas in the north and south-west.
Eastern England has the low-lying flat lands of the Norfolk Broads, the
Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire Fens and the Suffolk Marshes. Low hill
ranges stretch over much of the country, such as the North Yorkshire
Moors, the Cotswolds, the Kent and Sussex Downs and the Chiltern Hills.

Highland zones are marked by the Cheviot Hills (between England
and Scotland); the north-western mountain region of the Lake District and
the Cumbrian mountains; the northern plateau belt of the Pennines forming
a backbone across north-west England; the Peak District at the southern
reaches of the Pennines; and the south-western plateau of Devon and
Cornwall.

The heaviest population concentrations centre on the largest towns
and cities, such as London and in south-east England generally; the West
Midlands region around Birmingham; the Yorkshire cities of Leeds, Brad-
ford and Sheffield; the north-western industrial area around Liverpool and
Manchester; and the north-east region comprising Newcastle and
Sunderland.

Wales

Wales (population 2,937,000) is a highland country, with moorland
plateau, hills and mountains, which are often broken by deep river valleys.
This upland mass contains the Cambrian mountains and descends east-
wards into England. The highest mountains are in Snowdonia in the
north-west, where the dominant peak is that of Snowdon (3,560 feet, 1,085
metres).

The lowland zones are restricted to the narrow coastal belts and to
the lower parts of the river valleys in south Wales, where two-thirds of the
Welsh population live. The chief urban concentrations of people and
industry are around the bigger southern cities, such as the capital Cardiff,
Swansea and Newport. In the past, the highland nature of Wales hindered
conquest, agriculture and the settlement of people.

Scotland

Scotland (population 5,119,000) may be divided into three main areas. The
first is the North-West and Central Highlands (Grampians), together with
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a number of islands off the west and north-east coasts. These areas are
thinly populated, but comprise half the country’s land mass. The second is
the Central Lowlands, which contain one-fifth of the land area but three-
quarters of the Scottish population, most of the industrial and commercial
centres and much of the cultivated land. The third is the Southern Uplands,
which cover a number of hill ranges stretching towards the border with
England.

The Highlands, with their lochs and fiord coastlines, and the Southern
Uplands are now smooth, rounded areas since the original jagged moun-
tains have been worn down. The highest point in the Central Highlands is
Ben Nevis (4,406 feet, 1,343 metres), which is also the highest place in
Britain.

The main population concentrations are around the administrative
centre and capital of Edinburgh; the commercial and industrial area of
Glasgow; and the regional centres of Aberdeen (an oil industry city) and
Dundee. The climate, isolation and harsh physical conditions in much of
Scotland have made conquest, settlement and agriculture difficult.
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P L A T E  1 . 1 Welsh countryside (Brenda Prince/Format)



Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland (population 1,692,000) has a north-east tip which is only
13 miles (21 km) from the Scottish coast, a fact that has encouraged both
Irish and Scottish migration. Since 1921–22, Northern Ireland has had a
303-mile (488-km) border in the south and west with the Republic of
Ireland. It has a rocky northern coastline, a south-central fertile plain 
and mountainous areas in the west, north-east and south-east. The south-
eastern Mourne Mountains include the highest peak, Slieve Donard, which
is 2,796 feet high (853 metres). Lough Neagh (153 square miles, 396 sq km)
is Britain’s largest freshwater lake and lies at the centre of the country.

Most of the large towns, such as the capital Belfast, are situated in
valleys which lead from the Lough. Belfast lies at the mouth of the river
Lagan and has the biggest population concentration. But Northern Ireland
generally has a sparse and scattered population and is a largely rural
country.

Climate

The relative smallness of the country and the influences of a warm sea and
westerly winds mean that there are no extreme contrasts in temperature
throughout Britain. The climate is mainly temperate, but with variations
between coolness and mildness. Altitude modifies temperatures, so that
much of Scotland and highland areas of Wales and England are cool in
summer and cold in winter compared with most of England. In general,
temperatures are lower in the north than the south and national average
temperatures rarely reach 32°C (90°F) in the summer or fall below –10°C
(14°F) in the winter.

The main factors affecting rainfall in Britain are depressions (low-
pressure areas) which travel eastwards across the Atlantic Ocean; prevailing
south-westerly winds throughout much of the year; exposure of western
coasts to the Atlantic Ocean; and the fact that most high ground lies in the
west.

The heaviest annual rainfalls are in the west and north (60 inches,
1,600 millimetres), with an autumn or winter maximum. The high ground
in the west protects the lowlands of the south and east, so that annual rain-
fall here is moderate (30 inches, 800 mm). March to June tend to be the
driest months; September to January the wettest; and drought conditions
are infrequent, although they do occur and can cause problems for farmers,
water companies and consumers.

Low-pressure systems normally pass over northern areas and can
produce windy, wet and unstable conditions. In recent years, Britain has
had more frequent storms, heavier rainfall and flooding, with sugges-
tions that weather changes are linked to controversial theories on global
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warming. But high-pressure systems, which occur throughout the year, are
stable and slow-moving, resulting in light winds and settled weather. They
can give fine and dry effects, in both winter and summer.

Sunshine in Britain decreases from south to north; inland from the
coastal belts; and with altitude. In summer, average daily sunshine varies
from five hours in northern Scotland to eight hours on the Isle of Wight.
In winter, it averages one hour in northern Scotland and two hours on the
English south coast.

These statistics show that Britain is not a particularly sunny country,
although there are periods of relief from the general greyness. The frequent
cloud-cover over the islands means that even on a hot summer’s day there
may be little sunshine breaking through the clouds, giving humid, sticky
conditions. Sunshine can frequently mix with pollutants to give poor air
quality in both cities and rural areas.

Such climatic features give the British weather its changeability and
what some regard as its stimulating variety. Discrepancies between weather
forecasts and actual results often occur and words such as ‘changeable’ and
‘unsettled’ are generously employed. The weather is virtually a national
institution, a topic of daily conversation and for some a conditioning factor
in the national character. Britons tend to think that they live in a more
temperate climate than is the case. But many escape abroad in summer and
smaller numbers in the winter.

Agriculture, fisheries and forestry

Agriculture

Soils vary in quality from the thin, poor ones of highland Britain to the
rich, fertile land of low-lying areas in eastern and southern England. The
climate usually allows a long, productive growing season without extremes.
But farmers can sometimes have problems with droughts or when there is
too much rain and too little sunshine at ripening time.

Britain’s long agricultural history includes a series of farming revolu-
tions from Neolithic times. Today, there are 239,000 farm units, ranging
from small farms to huge business concerns, and many are owner-occu-
pied. They use 76 per cent of the land area, although there is concern that
farmland is being increasingly used for building and recreational purposes.
Some 600,000 people (2.1 per cent of the workforce) are engaged in
farming. But agriculture provides two-thirds of Britain’s food needs and its
exports are important.

Many farms in Scotland, Northern Ireland, Wales and northern and
south-western England specialize in dairy farming, beef cattle and sheep
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herds. Some farms in eastern and northern England and Northern Ireland
concentrate on pig production. Poultry meat and egg industries are wide-
spread, with intensive ‘factory farming’. Most of the other farms in
southern and eastern England and in eastern Scotland grow arable crops
such as wheat, barley, oats, potatoes, oilseed rape, and sugar beet.
Horticultural products such as apples, berries and flowers are also widely
grown.

Agriculture is still a significant industry and organized interest group.
It is productive, intensive, mechanized and specialized. But, after a prof-
itable period in the early 1990s, farming is now in crisis owing to the high
value of the pound, a fall in farm prices and a series of disasters such as
BSE (Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy) in cows (1996), its link to CJD
(Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease) in humans, swine fever and foot and mouth
disease (2001). Animals have been lost, farming income has been seriously
reduced and many farmers have left the industry or turned to non-farming
activities.

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the European Union (EU),
which accounts for 48 per cent of the EU’s budget, has also affected British
farmers. Its original protectionist aims were to increase productivity and
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P L A T E  1 . 2 Barley fields in Devon, England (Ken Lambert/Barnaby)



efficiency; stabilize the market; ensure regular supplies of food; give farmers
reasonable rewards by providing them with subsidies; set minimum guar-
anteed prices for food products through price support; and standardize the
quality and size of produce.

British governments argue that CAP is unwieldy, costly for con-
sumers, bureaucratic, restrictive for producers, open to fraud and leads to
surplus food. They maintain that supply and demand should reflect the
needs of the market and meet consumers’ demands. The Labour govern-
ment is now evaluating the future of British farming with more emphasis
on consumer wishes, better land management and reduction of subsidies.
Foreign countries (such as the USA) have also objected to EU restrictions
(now liberalized), and the future entry of Eastern European nations to the
EU has led to calls for CAP reform.

Fisheries

Britain is one of Europe’s leading fishing nations and operates in the North
Sea, the Irish Sea and the Atlantic. The fishing industry is important to the
national economy and is centred on a number of ports around the coasts.
The most important fish catches are cod, haddock, whiting, herring, mack-
erel, plaice and sole, which are caught by the 7,448 registered vessels of
the fishing fleet. The fish-farming industry (salmon, trout and shellfish) is
a large and expanding business, particularly in Scotland.

But employment in and income from fishing have declined substan-
tially in recent years. This is partly due to changes in fish breeding patterns
and a reduction in fish stocks because of overfishing. Many fishermen have
become unemployed and fishing towns on the English and Scottish coasts
have suffered. But the industry still accounts for 40 per cent of Britain’s
fish consumption. Fishermen number 15,961, with some three jobs in asso-
ciated occupations for every one fisherman.

The industry has also been affected by the EU’s Common Fisheries
Policy (CFP) and government policies, which have affected the fishermen’s
old freedom of operation. The need to conserve fish resources and prevent
overfishing is stressed. Zones have been created in which fishermen may
operate and quota systems operate inside and beyond the zones to restrict
fish catches. Measures to limit the time fishing vessels spend at sea and to
decommission (take out of operation) fishing boats have further restricted
employment and the fishing fleet. Fishermen are angry with British govern-
ment and EU policies and their loss of livelihood. But without fish
conservation, there will be reduced supplies in future.
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Forestry

Woodlands cover an estimated 6.6 million acres (2.7 million hectares) of
Britain and comprise 8 per cent of England, 17 per cent of Scotland, 14 per
cent of Wales and 6 per cent of Northern Ireland. These figures amount to
some 10 per cent of total land area, which is considerably below the
European average. Some 35 per cent of productive national forests are man-
aged by the state Forestry Commission or government departments and the
rest by private owners. About 35,000 people are employed in the state and
private forestry industries and 10,000 are engaged in timber processing.

However, these activities contribute only 15 per cent to the national
consumption of wood and associated timber products, which means that
the country is heavily dependent upon wood imports. The government has
encouraged tree planting programmes in Scotland, Wales and the English
Midlands, and allowed the sale of state woodlands to private owners in
order to reduce public expenditure and to increase productivity. New plant-
ings, controlled felling, expansion of timber industries and a profitable
private sector may reduce Britain’s present dependence upon imports and
benefit the environment.

Forestry policy is supposed to take conservation factors into account
in the development of timber facilities. But such aims are not always
achieved and there is disquiet about some government programmes.
Environmentalists campaign against the destruction of woodlands for road
building, advocate increased tree planting to combat global warming and
pollution and try to preserve the quality of the existing woodlands. These
in recent years have been badly affected by disease, unreasonable felling
and substantial storm damage in 1987 and 1990.

Energy resources

Primary energy sources are oil (45 per cent), gas (30), nuclear/hydro power
(5) and coal (20). The most important secondary source is electricity.
200,000 people work in energy production, and three of Britain’s largest
companies (Shell, BP and British Gas) are in this sector. But there are prob-
lems with energy sources and concerns about pollution and environmental
damage. Most energy industries have now been privatized, but there is crit-
icism about their services and regulation.

Since 1980, Britain has produced an increased amount of its own
energy needs. This is due to the growth in offshore oil and gas supplies,
which make a crucial contribution to the economy. Multinational compa-
nies operate under government licence and extract these fuels from the
North Sea and newly discovered West Atlantic fields.
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But, because governments encourage high extraction rates, large
supplies of oil and gas will continue only into the early twenty-first century.
Even now, there is some dependence on imported gas and oil. Development
of existing resources and the search for alternative forms of energy are
crucial for Britain and its economy. The positions of coal and nuclear
power have to be debated, and further research is needed into renewable
energy such as solar, wind, wave and tidal power.

Coal is an important natural energy resource, but there are objections
to its use on pollution and cost grounds. After a reduction in the work-
force and the closure of uneconomic pits in the 1980s, the coal industry
was privatized and Britain produces most of its own coal needs. But coal
is expensive and there is a lack of demand from big consumers, such as
electricity generating stations, which have moved to gas, oil and cheap coal
imports. More pit closures have occurred, and the future of the coal
industry is uncertain.

Electricity is mainly provided by coal-, gas- and oil-fired power
stations, and a small amount of hydro-electricity: 26 per cent of electricity
is produced by fifteen nuclear power stations. But expansion of nuclear
power (partially privatized in 1996) to satisfy energy needs is uncertain.
Some advocates argue very strongly that replacement of ageing reactors and
more nuclear stations is essential, while a slight majority of public opinion
favours nuclear power.
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P L A T E  1 . 3 The Tate Modern art gallery from the north side of the Thames,
converted from a disused power station (© Popperfoto/Reuters)



1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

24 The country

F I G U R E  1 . 3 The British regions and energy sources



Alternative forms of renewable energy are becoming more important.
Electricity generation by wind power is already operative, although there
is opposition to wind farms in the countryside. The use of tidal and wave
power is being implemented on some coasts and estuaries and solar energy
is already provided, with plans for more research. These, and other, forms
of renewable energy are important for Britain’s future energy needs, partic-
ularly as environmental concerns grow. But their capacity is limited at
present to 3 per cent of all electricity production, although the Labour
government wishes to increase this amount to 10 per cent by 2010.

Critics argue that insufficient work and research money is being
devoted to potential alternative supplies; that the advantages of nuclear
power have not been sufficiently investigated; that oil and gas have been
wasted rather than extracted more slowly; and that not enough consid-
eration has been given to a cleaner coal industry. British domestic and
industrial energy users are still extravagant when compared to other
European countries. Consequently, the provision of cheap and environ-
mentally suitable energy for both domestic and industrial use will be a
problem for Britain in the future.

Transport and communications

Transport and communications are divided between the public and private
sectors of the economy, although many state businesses have now been
privatized. Roads, railways, shipping and civil aviation provide the coun-
try’s transport system. British Telecom, competing telecommunications
companies and the Post Office supply most communications needs.

Transport

Central and local government agencies are responsible for different roads
in the road network. Motorways and trunk roads are the largest elements
and carry most of the passenger traffic and heavy goods vehicles. But some
roads are in bad condition and unable to handle the number of vehicles on
them, leading to traffic congestion. Expansion, modernization and repair
of roads are environmentally damaging and may also be inadequate to meet
the estimated future number of vehicles. While the Labour government has
cancelled some controversial road-building programmes in an attempt to
cut the demand for road space and to persuade drivers to adopt alterna-
tive methods of transport, new road building is still planned.

There are 25 million licensed vehicles, of which 21 million are private
cars and the rest are mainly commercial vehicles. Car transport is most
popular and accounts for 86 per cent of passenger mileage, while buses and
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coaches take 6 per cent. Britain has one of the highest densities of road
traffic in the world, but also a relatively good safety record in which road
accidents continue to decrease.

Private road haulage has a dominant position in the movement of
inland freight. Lorries have become larger and account for 80 per cent of
this market. Critics campaign to transfer road haulage to the railways and
the publicly owned inland waterways (canals). But the waterways are used
for only a small amount of freight transportation because of expense,
although they are popular for recreational purposes. Rail freight, however,
is increasing for bulk commodities.

Public bus services have declined (particularly in rural areas) because
of increased private car usage and cost. Conservative governments dereg-
ulated bus operations and most local bus companies have now been
privatized, although some services are still operated by local government
authorities. There has been a considerable expansion in private long-
distance express coach services, which are cheaper than the railways. But
bus services generally in Britain are underfunded and inadequate for poten-
tial demand.

The world’s first public passenger steam railway opened in 1825
between Stockton and Darlington in north-east England. After a hundred
years of private operation, the railways became state-owned in 1947. 
But they were privatized in 1997. A company (Railtrack) owned the rail-
way lines and stations; the trains are owned and operated by regional
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P L A T E  1 . 4 A London bus (© Joanne O’Brien/Format)
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P L A T E  1 . 5 Waterloo International railway terminal, London 
(© Maggie Murray/Format)



companies; and rail accounts for 5 per cent of passenger mileage. But,
following dismal performances by Railtrack, the government took control
of the company in 2001 and its future structure is uncertain.

Rail passenger services consist of a fast inter-city network, linking all
the main British centres; local trains which supply regional needs; and
commuter services in and around the large areas of population, particu-
larly London and south-east England. Increased electrification of lines 
and the introduction of diesel trains such as the Inter-City 125s travelling
at a maximum speed of 125 m.p.h (201 km/h) have improved rail journeys
considerably. But such speeds and facilities are still inferior to those in 
other countries.

Many railway lines and trains are old and need replacing.
Privatization has not solved the problems of underfunding and lack of
adequate services. A series of fatal crashes in recent years and the resulting
repair of large sections of rail track caused chaos in the railway network
and drew attention to the shortcomings of Railtrack. The situation is slowly
returning to normal but passenger totals are still depressed. There is much
criticism, particularly in south-east England, about the performances of 
the privatized rail companies, fare increases, overcrowding, cancellations,
delays, staffing and poor services. Similar complaints are also made 
about the London Underground system (the Tube), which covers 254 miles
(408 km) of railway line in the capital, and which will be partly (and
controversially) privatized. It is argued that the inadequate state of Britain’s
railways is due largely to underfunding, with expenditure being below
European averages.

The Channel Tunnel, privately run by a French/British company
(Eurotunnel), opened for commercial use in 1994 under the English
Channel with the two terminals, Folkestone and Coquelles, being 31 miles
(50 km) apart. It was meant to improve passenger and freight rail travel
between Britain and mainland Europe and has succeeded in taking busi-
ness from sea/ferry services. It provides a drive-on, drive-off service (Le
Shuttle) for cars, coaches and freight vehicles, as well as passenger trains
(Eurostar) from Waterloo Station in London. But a new high-speed rail
connection between Folkestone and London is still uncompleted.

Although there are over 300 ports in Britain, most are small concerns.
The bigger ports, such as Clyde, Dover, Hull, Grimsby, Southampton,
Felixstowe and Cardiff, service most of the trade and travel requirements. But
work and labour have declined since the great days of the ports in the past.

The British shipping fleet has greatly decreased from its peak year in
1975. The cargo market is now dominated by a small number of large
private sector groups. But 77 per cent of Britain’s overseas trade is still
carried by sea, although passenger mileage has been much reduced. Both
may decline further because of competition with the Channel Tunnel.
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Britain’s civil aviation system accounts for 1 per cent of passenger
mileage and is in the private sector following the privatization of the former
state airline, British Airways, in 1987. There are other carriers, such as
British Midland International, Britannia Airways and Virgin Atlantic,
which run scheduled and charter passenger services on domestic and inter-
national routes, as well as air freight services. All are controlled by the Civil
Aviation Authority (CAA), an independent body which regulates the
industry and air traffic control. The latter’s partial privatization has been
heavily criticized on safety and economic grounds.

There are 142 licensed civil aerodromes in Britain, varying consider-
ably in size. Heathrow and Gatwick Airports outside London are the
largest. These airports, together with Stansted in south-east England and
Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen in Scotland, are owned by the private
sector BAA. They handle 73 per cent of air passengers and 84 per cent of
air cargo. Most of the other larger regional airports, such as Manchester,
Birmingham, Luton, Belfast, Newcastle and East Midlands, are controlled
by local authorities and cater for the country’s remaining passenger and
cargo needs.

Expansion of existing airports (particularly regional facilities) and the
provision of new ones will be necessary if Britain is to cope with increased
consumer demand and competition from Europe. But such projects are very
expensive and controversial because of environmental problems, such as
construction work, noise, pollution and traffic. There is also disquiet about
plane congestion in the skies over Britain.

It is argued that the inadequacy of British transport systems stem from
the lack of an integrated infrastructure of roads, railways and airports
catering for both passengers and freight. This would arguably ease road
congestion, satisfy demand and improve the environment. But such devel-
opments involve considerable expenses and Britain invests less in transport
than any other European country. Governments are reluctant to spend
more public money, although the Labour government hopes to persuade
the private sector to invest in the transport infrastructure in partnership
with the state.

Communications

Communications systems in Britain are also divided between the public and
private sectors. The main suppliers are private telecommunications compa-
nies and the public Post Office.

Telecommunications is one of the most competitive and rapidly
expanding sectors of the economy. British Telecom (BT) was privatized in
1984 and provides domestic and international telephone and telecom-
munications systems, with 20 million domestic and 8.5 million business
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subscribers. There was much criticism of BT’s performance after privati-
zation. Although some service problems were solved, and it became an
influential world force, it has again experienced problems with its funding
and expansion programmes.

The private companies, Vodafone and Cable and Wireless, compete
fiercely with British Telecom. Other competitors, such as cable networks,
are growing rapidly and have been licensed to provide telecommunications
facilities and the development of broadband services.

The strongest and most competitive growth in recent years has been
in mobile telephones and services provided over the Internet. By 2000, the
number of mobile phone users had risen to over 33 million and access to
the Internet and e-mail covered 25 per cent of households. However,
Internet access and usage is much greater in companies, libraries and
schools.

The Post Office, established in 1635, is a government-owned body
(Consignia) and is responsible for collecting, handling and delivering some
80 million letters and parcels every day. It has sorting offices throughout
the country with sophisticated handling equipment, based on the postcodes
which every address in Britain has. Local post offices throughout the
country (although controversially reduced in rural and some urban areas)
provide postal and other services, as well as paying out pensions and bene-
fits, and a very large Parcelforce Worldwide operates domestically and
overseas. The Post Office’s international connections and customers are
expanding, and the growth of electronic communications has had only a
limited effect on its markets. The Post Office does not have a monopoly
on the collection and delivery of letters. But licensed competition by private
sector couriers and express operators is limited at present, although
consumer groups would like to see it increased.

Attitudes to the environment

There is considerable public concern about pollution, traffic congestion, the
quality of the natural habitat, the use of energy sources and the safety of
agricultural products.

Agricultural, forest and other greenfield land is increasingly used for
building and recreational purposes; there has been an increase in suburban
sprawl as house building encroaches into rural areas; new towns are
proposed to cater for an estimated need of 4.4 million new homes; and
giant supermarkets or shopping centres are being located in the country-
side. A Research Survey of Great Britain (1997) found that 80 per cent of
people were worried about the future of the countryside and 69 per cent
wanted to stop housing and road schemes which damaged the environment.
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Government directives now force planning authorities to allow homes to
be built on empty land within towns before granting permission to develop
greenfield sites.

A 1997 MORI poll reported that 60 per cent of respondents felt that
environmental problems damaged their health. A majority stated that
environmental protection should rate higher than economic growth;
environmental problems should be tackled; and they were prepared to
make sacrifices to clean up the environment and conserve wildlife. But such
views do not always lead to sensitive behaviour and there is widespread
vandalism and dirtiness in both rural and urban areas.

Awareness of environmental issues coincided with the rise of the
Green movement in the 1980s and all political parties conveniently adopted
‘green’ policies. An Environment Agency was created; Environmental
Protection Acts were supposed to safeguard the environment, reduce pollu-
tion and penalize polluters; and EU legislation makes very stringent
demands.

But it is argued that such action is insufficient and ineffective.
Controls and protection lack force; polluters evade regulations or suffer
only minor fines; little pressure is put on companies to modernize their
facilities; and there are disputes over protection costs between local and
central government priorities. Polls in The Ecologist magazine in 2001
found that 65 per cent of respondents said that the Labour government
had not improved the environment since coming to power in 1997 and was
spending too little on it.

Air pollution in Britain is caused by factories and power stations
discharging pollutants into the air and by emissions from cars, buses and
lorries. It seriously affects both urban and rural areas, is a threat to people’s
health (particularly asthmatics) and was linked for the first time in 1997
to heart attacks. Although pollution was reduced by Clean Air Acts in the
1950s and 1960s, it still reaches harmful levels, particularly in summer
when pollutants mix with sunshine and still humid conditions to produce
high ozone levels.

Although Britain has reduced carbon dioxide emissions and the
Labour government is concerned to improve its record, pollution will
worsen as the deterioration in public transport encourages more people to
use private vehicles. Britons are overly dependent on the car, and alterna-
tives have been neglected. The car is now seen as the greatest transport
problem, and the Labour government intends to curb its unnecessary use,
ration road space in favour of buses, increase taxes or charges on car usage
in cities and give funding to local schemes which improve public transport.

But governments have not provided an integrated transport system
(roads, rail and air) which would relieve environmental pressures. The
problem arises because of the varied geography of Britain’s cities and the
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devolution of control to local authorities. It is thus difficult to implement
one overall plan and to agree on who will pay the costs. But a 2001 poll
in The Ecologist showed that 61 per cent of respondents did not want more
roads and preferred money to be spent on alternatives. A large majority in
a 2001 MORI poll wanted to see more goods carried by rail and heavy
lorries restricted.

Increased freight and private car transport has resulted in traffic
congestion, noise and damage to roads and property. The Channel Tunnel
and its rail links have also attracted opposition from environmentalists,
although landscaping and noise suppression have alleviated some damage.
Fears have been raised about safety in the Tunnel, and outbreaks of fire in
1996 and 1997 forced the cancellation of services.

Polls consistently show that a majority of respondents wish for better
public transport, cuts in traffic pollution, reduction of congestion and
removal of freight from the roads. But they are less keen on keeping cars
out of towns and cities or banning cars completely, although they seem to
accept car taxes, charges or tolls as a reasonable alternative.

There are other forms of environmental damage. Sea and beach pollu-
tion is partly caused by untreated sewage and toxic industrial waste being
pumped into the sea by commercial companies, particularly the North Sea.
Britain is committed to reducing discharge levels but, although 90 per cent
of beaches meet European quality standards, pollution levels on some
beaches still exceed safety levels. Some rivers are polluted by industrial
waste, toxic fertilizers, pesticides and farm silage. This has caused public
concern about the safety of drinking water from reservoirs, and the water
companies (the worst business polluters in 2001) have been pressurized to
raise the quality of their services. Many polluted rivers, lakes and estuaries
have now been cleaned up and more stringent controls of the oil and ship-
ping industries in the North Sea have reduced pollution levels.

Problems have been experienced with the exploitation of energy
resources, such as expense, capacity and availability, and there are environ-
mental concerns about the burning of fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas), global
warming and the damage to the countryside caused by new developments.
Nuclear expansion has been halted because of some public opposition 
to nuclear facilities, the danger of radioactive leaks, the reprocessing of
nuclear waste at the Thorp and Sellafield plants in north-west England and
the dumping of radioactive waste. But according to The Ecologist in 2001,
50 per cent of respondents wanted to keep nuclear power, while 35 per
cent were opposed.

Considerable public worry surrounds the agricultural industry
because of its widespread use of fertilizers and pesticides, its methods of
animal feeding and the effects of intensive farming on the environment.
Much hedgerow, which is important for many forms of animal and

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

32 The country



vegetable life, has been lost in recent years as fields have become bigger
and farming more mechanized. The quality and standards of food prod-
ucts, particularly those concerned with intensive farming techniques, are of
concern. Cases of food poisoning have risen sharply and there are worries
about standards of hygiene in the food and farming businesses. The BSE
scare seriously affected the consumption of beef and other meats and led
to a drop in demand for traditional foods. The foot and mouth outbreak
in 2000–01 also raised questions about the quality of British food and
intensive methods of farming.

Yet there is public disquiet about the experimental use of genetically
modified (GM) crops, and the success of organic farming in Britain has
been small, largely because of the cost of such goods and confusion about
their actual benefit. But an NOP poll in 2001 reported that 82 per cent of
respondents favoured a return to traditional farming methods, even if this
meant paying more for food. A Good Housekeeping magazine poll in
August 2001 found that only one person in six trusts the supermarkets to
sell safe food; three in four were more concerned than ever before about
the safety of the food they buy; and, although 97 per cent of respondents
buy most of their food from supermarkets, their faith in them has suffered.
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Explain and examine the following terms:

Britain Heathrow Intercity 125 Post Office
weathering Highland Britain Lough Neagh Ben Nevis
arable Channel Islands horticulture BT
CAP earth movements the Tube drought
Eire British Telecom postcodes GM crops
BSE global warming CFP tidal
CAP organic food ‘regionalism’ RDAs

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Does Britain have an energy crisis? If so, why?
2 Examine the impact of Britain’s membership of the European Union upon

its agricultural and fisheries industries.
3 What are the reasons for environmental concerns in Britain?

Barnett, A. and Scruton, R. (1999) Town and Country London: Vintage

Champion, A.G. and Townsend, A.R. (1990) Contemporary Britain: A Geographical
Perspective London: Edward Arnold

Clapp, B.W. (1994) An Environmental History of Britain since the Industrial Revolution
London: Longman

Connelly, J. and Smith, G (1999) Politics and the Environment: From Theory to Practice
London: Routledge

Gray, T. (1995) UK Environmental Policy in the 1990s London: Macmillan

Harvey, G. (1998) The Killing of the Countryside London: Vintage
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Exercises❖

Further reading�

Websites�



Office of Telecommunications: www.oftel.gov.uk

Office of Water Services: www.open.gov.uk/ofwat

Office of Gas and Electricity Markets: www.ofgem.gov.uk

Scottish Executive: www.scotland.gov.uk

Northern Ireland Executive: www.nio.gov.uk

Wales Office: www.wales.gov.uk

Countryside Commission: www.countryside.gov.uk

The Green Party: http://www.greenparty.org.uk
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TH E  B R I T I S H - I R I S H  I S L E S  H A V E  A T T R A C T E D settlers, invaders and
immigrants throughout their history. The contemporary British are

consequently composed of people from worldwide origins and are divided
into what became the English, Scots, Welsh and Northern Irish. But these
groups often have mixed roots derived from varied settlement, internal
migration and assimilation. Such descent patterns are important elements
in considering the ethnicities of the British peoples today.

For example, an individual may have an ethnic family background
consisting of intermarriage between English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh. A
Guinness survey in March 2001 reported that 42 per cent of people aged
18–34 in England, Scotland and Wales believed that they had Irish roots.
Other polls show that one in four adult Britons claims Irish blood, although
experts argue that the true figure is probably one in ten.

There are also immigrant minorities with their own identities who
have come to Britain over the centuries and who have sometimes inter-
married with the existing populations. Even the English language, which
binds most of these people together linguistically, is a blend of Germanic,
Romance and other world languages. This historical development 
has created a contemporary society with multinational and multi-ethnic
characteristics. But it also raises controversial questions about the meaning
of ‘Britishness’ and national identities.

Early settlement to AD 1066

There is no accurate picture of what the early settlement of the British-Irish
Isles was actually like, and there were long periods when the islands were
uninhabited. Historians and archaeologists constantly revise traditional the-
ories about the gradual growth of the country as new evidence comes to light.

The earliest human bones found (1994) in Britain are 500,000 years
old. The first people were probably Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age) nomads
from mainland Europe, who were characterized by their use of rudimen-
tary stone implements. They travelled to Britain by land and sea, especially
at those times when the country was joined to the European land mass.
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Later settlers in the Mesolithic and Neolithic (Middle and New Stone
Age) periods between 8300 and 2000 BC had more advanced skills in stone
carving. Some came from central Europe and settled in eastern Britain.
Others arrived by sea from Iberian (Spanish-Portugese) areas and popu-
lated Cornwall, Ireland, Wales, the Isle of Man and western Scotland. Their
descendants live today in the same western parts. Neolithic groups built
large wood, soil and stone monuments, such as Stonehenge, and later
arrivals (the Beaker Folk) introduced a Bronze Age culture.

Between ca 600 BC and AD 43 there was a movement of Celtic tribes
into the islands from mainland Europe, bringing an Iron Age civilization
with them. But the Celts possessed at least two main languages and were
divided into many different tribes with conflicts between them. Celtic civi-
lization dominated the British-Irish Isles until it was overcome by Belgic
tribes (also of Celtic origin) around 200 BC.

The Belgic tribes were then subjected to a series of Roman expeditions
from 55 BC. The Roman military occupation of the islands (except for
Ireland and most of Scotland) lasted from AD 43 until 409. The term ‘Britain’
derives from the Greek and Latin names given to England and Wales by the
Romans, although it may stem from Celtic originals. It is argued that the
Romans did not mix with the existing population and that their lasting
influence was slight. But some Christian practices spread throughout the
islands and there is still physical evidence of the Roman presence.

After Roman withdrawal, Germanic tribes such as Angles (from
which ‘England’ is derived), Saxons and Jutes from north-western Europe
invaded the country. They either mixed with the existing population or
pushed it westwards. The country was divided into separate and often
warring Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in England (except for Cornwall), with
Celtic areas in Wales, Scotland and Ireland.

Many of these regions suffered from Scandinavian (Viking) military
invasions in the eighth and ninth centuries, until the Scandinavians 
were defeated in England, Scotland and Ireland in the tenth and eleventh
centuries. The Scandinavian presence, after initial fleeting raids, was re-
flected in some permanent settlement, assimilation, farming and political
institutions.

Early English history was completed when the Anglo-Saxons were
defeated by French-Norman invaders at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 and
England was subjected to their rule. The Norman Conquest was an impor-
tant watershed in English history and marked the last successful external
military invasion of the country. It influenced the English people and their
language (since French was the language of the nobility for the next three
hundred years) and initiated many of the social, legal and institutional
frameworks, such as a feudal system (hierarchical structure from top to
bottom of society), which were to characterize future British society.
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But Celtic civilizations continued in what are now Wales, Scotland
and Ireland. Roman rule did not extend to Scotland, which was inhabited
(except for Angles in the south) by the original Picts and the later Scots
from Ireland who colonized western Scotland (200–400), giving their name
to present-day Scotland. In the tenth and eleventh centuries Ireland and its
tribal kingdoms were influenced by Scandinavians.

Different peoples had entered the British-Irish Isles from the south-
west, the east and the north by 1066. But settlement was often hindered
by climatic and geographical obstacles, particularly in the north and west.
Many newcomers tended to concentrate initially in southern England, and
settlement patterns were not uniform over all of Britain at the same time.
Despite some intermixture between the various settlers, there were ethnic
differences between the English and the people of Ireland, Wales and
Scotland, as well as varying identities between groups in all regions. It is
this mixture, increased by later immigration, which has produced the
present ethnic and national diversity in Britain.

The early settlement and invasion movements substantially affected 
the developing fabric of British life and formed the first foundations of the
modern state. The newcomers often imposed their cultures on the existing
society, as well as adopting some of the native characteristics. Today there
are few British towns which lack any physical evidence of the successive
changes. They also profoundly influenced social, legal, economic, political,
agricultural and administrative institutions and contributed to the evolving
language.

There are no realistic population figures for the early British-Irish
Isles. The nomadic lifestyle of groups of up to twenty people gradually
ceased and was replaced by more permanent settlements of a few hundred
inhabitants. It is estimated that the English population during the Roman
occupation was one million. By the Norman period, the eleventh-century

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

40 The people

T A B L E  2 . 1 Early settlement to AD 1066

500,000–8300 BC Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age)

8300 BC Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age)

4000 BC Neolithic (New Stone Age)

2000 BC Beaker Folk (Bronze Age)

ca 600 BC Celts (Iron Age)

200 BC Belgic tribes

AD 43 The Romans

AD 410 Germanic tribes (Anglo-Saxons)

8th to 11th centuries The Scandinavians

AD 1066 The Norman Conquest



Domesday Book showed an increase to 2 million. The Domesday Book
was the first systematic attempt to evaluate England’s wealth and popula-
tion, mainly for taxation purposes.

Growth and immigration to the 
twentieth century

England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland had more clearly (if not completely)
defined identities and geographical areas by the twelfth century. The British
state then gradually developed through colonization and political unifica-
tion. This process was accompanied by fierce and bloody conflicts between
the nations, often resulting in lasting tensions and bitterness.

Political and military attempts were made by England to unite Wales,
Scotland and Ireland under the English Crown. English monarchs tried to
conquer or ally themselves with these other countries as a protection
against threats from within the islands and from continental Europe, as
well as for increased power and possessions.

Ireland was invaded by Henry II in 1169. Much of the country was
then controlled by Anglo-Norman nobles but little direct authority was
initially exercised from England. The later colonization of Ireland by the
English and the Scots became a source of conflict between the countries.
But it also led to Irish settlements in Scotland, London and west-coast ports
such as Liverpool. Ireland later became part of the United Kingdom in 1801
but, after a period of violence and political unrest, was divided in 1921–22
into the independent Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (which is
part of the UK).

Wales, after Roman rule, remained a Celtic country, although influ-
enced by Anglo-Norman England. Between 1282 and 1285 Edward I’s
military campaign brought Wales under English rule, and he built castles
and deployed garrisons there. Apart from a period of freedom in 1402–07,
Wales was integrated legally and administratively with England by Acts of
Union 1536–42.

The English also tried to conquer Scotland by military force, but were
repulsed at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314. Scotland was then to remain
independent until the political union between the two countries in 1707,
when the creation of Great Britain (England/Wales and Scotland) took
place. But Scotland and England had shared a common monarch since 1603
when James VI of Scotland became James I of England.

England, Wales and Scotland had meanwhile become predominantly
Protestant in religion as a result of the European Reformation. But Ireland
remained Catholic and tried to distance itself from England, thus adding
religion to colonialism as a foundation for future problems.
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Britain therefore is not a single, ethnically homogeneous country, but
rather a recent and potentially unstable union of four old nations. Great
Britain is only slightly older than the USA, and the United Kingdom (1801)
is younger. Nor did the political unions appreciably alter the relationships
between the four nations. The English often treated their Celtic neighbours
as colonial subjects rather than equal partners, and Englishness became a
dominant strand in concepts of Britishness, because of the role that the
English have played in the formation of Britain.

However, despite the tensions and bitterness between the four
nations, there was a steady internal migration between them. This mainly
involved movements of Irish, Welsh and Scottish people into England.
Relatively few English emigrated to Wales and Scotland, although there
was English and Scottish settlement in Ireland over the centuries.

Immigration from abroad also continued over the centuries owing to
factors such as religious and political persecution, trade, business and
employment. Immigrants have had a significant impact on British society.
They have contributed to financial institutions, commerce, industry and
agriculture, and influenced artistic, cultural and political developments. But
immigrant activity and success have resulted in jealousy, discrimination and
violence from the native population.

In addition to political integration, Britain’s growth was also condi-
tioned first by a series of agricultural changes and second by a number of
later industrial revolutions. Agriculture started with Neolithic settlers and
continued with the Saxons in England who cleared the forests, cultivated
crops and introduced inventions and equipment which remained in use for
centuries. Their open-field system of farming (with strips of land being
worked by local people) was later replaced by widespread sheep-herding
and wool production.

Britain expanded agriculturally and commercially from the eleventh
century, and also developed manufacturing industries. Immigration was
often characterized by financial and agricultural skills. Jewish money-
lenders entered England with the Norman Conquest, to be followed later
by Lombard bankers from northern Italy. This commercial expertise helped
to create greater wealth and was influenced by the merchants of the German
Hansa League, who set up their trading posts in London and on the east
coast of England. Around 1330, Dutch and Flemish weavers arrived, who
by the end of the fifteenth century had helped to transform England into
a major nation of sheep farmers, cloth producers and textile exporters.
Fourteenth-century immigration also introduced specialized knowledge in
a variety of manufacturing trades.

Some immigrants stayed only for short periods. Others remained and
adapted themselves to British society, while preserving their own cultural
and ethnic identities. Newcomers were often encouraged to settle in Britain,
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and the policy of using immigrant expertise continued in later centuries.
But foreign workers had no legal rights, and early immigrants, such as Jews
and the Hansa merchants, could be summarily expelled.

Agricultural and commercial developments were reflected in changing
population concentrations. From Saxon times to around 1800, Britain had
an agriculturally based economy and some 80 per cent of the people lived
in villages in the countryside. Settlement was mainly concentrated in the
south and east of England, where the rich agricultural regions of East
Anglia and Lincolnshire had the greatest population densities. During the
fourteenth century, however, the steady increase of people was halted by
a series of plagues, and numbers did not start to increase again for another
hundred years.

As agricultural production moved into sheep farming and clothing
manufactures, larger numbers of people settled around woollen ports, such
as Bristol in the west and coastal towns in East Anglia. Others moved to
cloth-producing areas in the West Country (south-western parts of
England) and the Cotswolds and initiated the growth of market towns. The
south midland and eastern English counties had the greatest densities of
people, and the population at the end of the seventeenth century is esti-
mated at 5.5 million for England and Wales and 1 million for Scotland.

Other newcomers continued to arrive from overseas, including
gypsies, blacks (associated with the slave trade) and a further wave of Jews,
who in 1655 created the first permanent Jewish community. In the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the country attracted a large number of refugees,
such as Dutch Protestants and French Huguenots, who were driven from
Europe by warfare, political and religious persecution and employment
needs. This talented and urbanized immigration contributed considerably
to the national economy and added a new dimension to a largely agricul-
tural population. But, from around 1700, there was to be no more large
immigration into the country for the next two hundred years. Britain was
exporting more people than it received, mainly to North America and the
expanding colonies worldwide.

A second central development in British history was a number of
industrial revolutions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These
transformed Britain from an agricultural economy into an industrial and
manufacturing country. Processes based on coal-generated steam power
were discovered and exploited. Factories and factory towns were needed to
mass-produce new manufactured goods. Villages in the coalfields and indus-
trial areas grew rapidly into manufacturing centres. A drift of population
away from the countryside began in the late eighteenth century, as people
sought work in urban factories to escape rural poverty and unemployment.
They moved, for example, to textile mills in Lancashire and Yorkshire and
to heavy industries and pottery factories in the West Midlands.
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The earlier agricultural population changed radically in the nineteenth
century into an industrialized workforce. The 1801 census (the first modern
measurement of population) gave figures of over 8 million for England,
Wales half a million, 1.5 million for Scotland and over 5 million for Ireland.
But, between 1801 and 1901, the population of England and Wales trebled
to 30 million. The numbers in Scotland increased less rapidly, owing to
emigration, but in Ireland the population was reduced from 8 to 4 million
because of famine, deaths and emigration. The greatest concentrations of
people were now in London and industrial areas of the Midlands, south
Lancashire, Merseyside, Clydeside, Tyneside, Yorkshire and south Wales.

The industrial revolution reached its height during the early nine-
teenth century. It did not require foreign labour because there were enough
skilled British workers and a ready supply of unskilled labourers from
Wales, Scotland, Ireland and the English countryside. Welshmen from
north Wales went to the Lancashire textile mills; Highland Scots travelled
to the Lowland Clydeside industries; and Irishmen flocked to England and
Scotland to work in the manual trades of the industrial infrastructure
constructing roads, railways and canals. These migratory movements
promoted conflicts but also assimilation.

Industrialization expanded commercial markets, which attracted new
immigrants who had the business and financial skills to exploit the indus-
trial wealth. Some newcomers joined City of London financial institutions
and the import/export trades, to which they contributed their international
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P L A T E  2 . 1 Women at work in a McVitie’s food factory (© Karen Robinson/Format)



connections. Other settlers were involved in a wide range of occupations
and trades. Immigration to Britain might have been greater in the nine-
teenth century had it not been for the attraction of North America, which
was receiving large numbers of newcomers from all over the world,
including Britain.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Britain was the world’s leading
industrial nation and one of the richest. But it gradually lost its world lead
in manufacturing industry, most of which was in native British hands.
However, its position in international finance, some of which was under
immigrant control, was retained into the twentieth century.

Immigration from 1900

Immigrants historically had relatively free access to Britain. But they could
be easily expelled; had no legal rights to protect them; and restrictions were
increasingly imposed upon them. But the 1871 census showed that the
number of people in Britain born outside the British Empire was only
157,000 out of a population of some 31.5 million.

Despite these low figures, immigration and asylum seekers caused
public and political concern, which continued through the twentieth
century. In the early years of the century, Jews and Poles escaped persecu-
tion in Eastern Europe and settled in the East End of London, which has
always been an area of immigrant concentration. Demands for immigra-
tion control grew and an anti-foreigner feeling spread, fuelled by the
nationalism and spy mania caused by the First World War (1914–18). But
laws (such as the Aliens Act of 1905), which were designed to curtail
foreign entry, proved ineffective. By 1911 the number of people in Britain
born outside the empire was 428,000 or 1 per cent of the population.

Despite legal controls, and partly as a result of the 1930s world reces-
sion and the Second World War, refugees from Nazi-occupied Europe and
immigrants entered Britain. After the war, Poles, Latvians, Ukrainians and
other nationalities chose to stay in Britain. Later in the twentieth century,
political refugees arrived, such as Hungarians, Czechs, Chileans, Libyans,
East African Asians, Iranians, Vietnamese and other Eastern Europeans, in
addition to Italian, French, German, Irish, Turkish, Cypriot, Chinese and
Spanish economic immigrants. These groups today form sizeable ethnic
minorities and are found throughout the country. Such newcomers have
often suffered from discrimination, some more than others, since racism is
not a new phenomenon in Britain.

But public and political concern then turned to the issues of race and
colour, which were to dominate the immigration debate and focused on
non-white Commonwealth immigration. Before the Second World War,
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most Commonwealth immigrants to Britain came from the largely white
Old Commonwealth countries of Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and
from South Africa. All Commonwealth citizens were allowed free access
and were not treated as aliens.

But from the late 1940s, people from the non-white New Common-
wealth nations of India, Pakistan and the West Indies came to Britain
(sometimes at the invitation of government agencies) to fill the vacant
manual and lower-paid jobs of an expanding economy. West Indians
worked in public transport, catering, the Health Service and manual trades
in London, Birmingham and other large cities. Indians and Pakistanis later
arrived to work in the textile and iron industries of Leeds, Bradford 
and Leicester (which may be the first British city to have a non-white
majority population). By the 1970s, non-white people became a familiar
sight in other British towns such as Glasgow, Sheffield, Bristol,
Huddersfield, Manchester, Liverpool, Coventry and Nottingham. There
was a considerable dispersal of such immigrants throughout Britain,
although many tended to settle in the central areas of industrial cities.

These non-white communities have now increased and work in a
broad range of occupations. Some, particularly Indian Asians and black
Africans, have been successful in economic and professional terms. Others
have experienced considerable problems such as low-paid jobs, unemploy-
ment, educational disadvantage, decaying housing in the inner cities and
racial discrimination. It is argued that Britain possesses a deep-rooted (or
institutional) racism based on the legacy of empire and notions of racial
superiority, which continues to manifest itself and has hindered the inte-
gration of the non-white population into the larger society. Many young
non-whites who have been born in Britain feel particularly bitter at their
experiences and at their relative lack of educational and employment possi-
bilities and advancement.

So many New Commonwealth immigrants were coming to Britain
that from 1962 governments treated most Commonwealth newcomers as
aliens and followed a two-strand policy on immigration. This consisted,
first, of Immigration Acts to restrict the number of immigrants entering the
country and, second, of Race Relations Acts to protect the rights of those
immigrants already settled in Britain.

Race Relations Acts make it unlawful to discriminate against persons
on grounds of racial, ethnic or national origin in areas such as education,
housing, employment, services and advertising. Those who suffer alleged
discrimination can appeal to Race Relations Tribunals, and anti-discrimi-
nation bodies have also been established, culminating with the Commission
for Racial Equality in 1976. This body, which is not without its critics,
works for the elimination of discrimination and the promotion of equality
of opportunity.
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There is still criticism of the immigration laws and race-relations orga-
nizations. Some people argue that one cannot legislate satisfactorily against
discrimination, and others would like stricter controls. The concerns of
some white people are made worse by racialist speeches; the growth of
extreme nationalist parties such as the National Front and the British
National Party; and racially inspired violence. Non-white citizens, on the
other hand, often feel that they too easily and unfairly became scapegoats
for any problems that arise. Some become alienated from British society
and reject institutions such as the police, legal system and political struc-
tures. Government policies since the 1940s have not always helped to lessen
either white or non-white anxieties.

Immigration and race remain problematic. They are complex matters;
are exploited for political purposes from both the right and the left; and
can be over-dramatized. Many non-white immigrants and their British-born
children have slowly adapted to the larger society, whilst retaining their
ethnic identities. Britain does have a relatively stable diversity of cultures
and the highest rate of intermarriage and mixed-race relationships in
Europe, with one in eight children under five having parents from different
ethnic backgrounds. But outbreaks of racial tension, violence and harass-
ment do occur, and there are accusations that the police and the courts
ignore or underplay race crimes. A central concern for some people is that
race problems are not being openly and fairly debated.

In 1999–2000, 93.3 per cent of Britons were classified as white and
6.7 per cent belonged to non-white groups of whom 46 per cent were born
in Britain. Non-whites therefore constitute a relatively small proportion 
of the total British population and 49 per cent of them live in London 
(as opposed to 10 per cent of the white population) (Table 2.2).
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T A B L E  2 . 2 Non-white ethnic minorities in Britain, 1999–2000

Indian 942,000

Pakistani 671,000

Black Caribbean 504,000

Black African 374,000

Bangladeshi 257,000

Black mixed 184,000

Black other (non-mixed) 124,000

Chinese 133,000

Other Asian (non-mixed) 217,000

Others 427,000

Total non-white ethnic minorities 3,832,000

Source: Labour Force Survey/Office for National Statistics, 2001



The non-white population was earlier largely composed of immigrant
families or single people. But this structure has changed as more depen-
dants join settled immigrants, as British-born non-whites develop their own
family organizations and as more people intermarry. The term ‘immigrant’
has now lost some of its earlier significance and the emphasis has switched
to debates about what constitutes a ‘multi-ethnic society’.

Apart from a few categories of people who have a right of abode in
Britain and are not subject to immigration control, all others require either
entry clearance or permission to enter and remain. Generally speaking, such
newcomers (apart from short-term visitors) need a work permit and a guar-
anteed job if they hope to stay in the country for longer periods of time.
But dependants of immigrants already settled in Britain may be granted the
right of entry and permanent settlement.

There are also many other ethnic minority communities in Britain,
which are usually classified as white. Immigration from the Republic of
Ireland continues; the Irish have historically been a large immigrant group;
and there are some 800,000 people of primary Irish descent. Movement
from the Old Commonwealth countries (such as Australia, Canada and
South Africa) has increased slightly, while that of other Commonwealth
citizens has dropped following entry restrictions. There has been an
increase in immigrants from European Union countries (such as Germany,
Spain, Italy and France), who have the right to seek work and reside in
Britain, with sizeable numbers from the USA and Middle East.

There are legal distinctions between immigration (a controlled entry
system often based on economic factors) into Britain and political asylum
(fleeing from persecution). In 2000, 125,000 immigrants were accepted for
permanent settlement (more than in previous years). They came from
Africa, the Indian subcontinent, the rest of Asia and non-EU Europe, with
many being dependants of settled immigrants. This suggests that a signifi-
cant immigration continues, despite restrictive legislation.

But the Labour government is evaluating the rules for the admission
of asylum seekers following public concern and controversy about the
increasing numbers entering Britain and suspicions that many are economic
migrants rather than being genuinely in humanitarian need. In 2001, the
top six countries from which registered asylum seekers came to Britain were
Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Turkey and Iran. However, it is esti-
mated that there may be one million illegal asylum seekers and immigrants
in Britain. On the other hand, the country’s economy is dependent upon
immigrant labour to compensate for a declining birth rate and it is argued
that immigration and asylum regulations need to be realistically reformed.

Opinion polls for some years had suggested that race relations, immi-
gration and asylum were of less concern for British people than they were
from the 1940s to the 1980s. A MORI poll in 1995 found that 78 per cent
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of respondents said that they were not at all prejudiced against people of
other races. But a Guardian newspaper poll in 2001 said that 70 per cent
of its readers thought that race relations were not getting better in Britain.
A MORI poll in June 2001 reported that actual worries about immigration
and race relations have increased from 3 per cent in 1996 to 19 per cent
in 2001.

Acceptance for settlement does not mean automatic citizenship.
Naturalization occurs only when certain requirements have been fulfilled,
together with a period of residence. New conditions for naturalization and
redefinitions of British citizenship are contained in the Nationality Act of
1981. This Act has been criticized by some as providing further restrictions
on immigration procedures.

However, it is important that emigration from Britain is considered
if the immigration/race debate is to be kept in perspective. Historically,
there has usually been a balance of migration, with emigration cancelling
out immigration in real terms. But there have been periods of high emigra-
tion. Groups left England and Scotland in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries to become settlers and colonists in Ireland and North America.
Millions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries emigrated to New
Zealand, Australia, South Africa, Canada, other colonies and the USA. But
in 1998, there was a net gain of 181,000 to the population as more people
entered the country than left. More entrants were from the Old
Commonwealth and the EU than in previous years.

Population movements from 1900

Industrial areas with heavy population densities developed in the nineteenth
century. But considerable population shifts occurred in the twentieth
century, which were mainly due to economic and employment changes.

There was a drift of people away from industrial Tyneside and South
Wales during the 1920s and 1930s trade depressions as coal production,
steel manufacture and other heavy industries were badly affected. Since the
1950s there has been little increase in population in industrial areas of the
Central Lowlands of Scotland, Tyneside, Merseyside, West Yorkshire,
south Wales and Northern Ireland, which have seen a run-down in tradi-
tional industries and rises in unemployment. Instead, people moved away
from these regions, first to the English Midlands with their diversified
industries and then to London and south-east England where employment
opportunities (despite fluctuations) and affluence were greater.

The reduction of the rural population and the expansion of urban
centres continued into the twentieth century. But, by the middle of the
century, there was a movement of people away from the centres of big cities
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such as London, Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham and Leeds. This was
due to bomb damage during the Second World War, slum clearance and
the need to use inner-city land for shops, offices, warehouses and transport
utilities. So-called New Towns in rural areas and council housing estates
outside the inner cities were specifically created to accommodate the
displanted population. Road systems were built with motorways and
bypasses to avoid congested areas, and rural locations around some cities
were designated as Green Belts, in which no building was permitted.

Many people choose to live some distance from their workplaces,
often in a city’s suburbs, neighbouring towns (commuter towns) or rural
areas. This has contributed to the decline of inner-city populations, and
one British person in five now lives in the countryside with the rest in towns
and cities. Densities are highest in Greater London and in south-east
England and lowest in rural regions of northern Scotland, the Lake District,
Wales and Northern Ireland. The latest figures suggest an increasing move-
ment of people to rural areas. This has been accompanied by population
losses in and company relocations from large cities, particularly London.

In 1999–2001 the population of the United Kingdom was 59,501,000,
which consisted of England with 49,753,000, Wales with 2,937,000,
Scotland with 5,119,000 and Northern Ireland with 1,692,000. These
figures give a population density for the United Kingdom of some 600
persons per square mile (242 per sq km), well above the European Union
average. England has an average density of some 940 persons per sqare mile
(381 per sq km) and this average does not reveal the even higher densities
in some areas of the country, such as London, the West Midlands, West
Yorkshire, Greater Manchester, Merseyside, Tyne and Wear, Edinburgh
and Cardiff. Within Europe, only the Netherlands has a higher population
density than England.

The British population grew by only 0.3 per cent between 1971 and
1978, which gave it one of the lowest increases in Western Europe. A simi-
larly low growth rate is forecast in the twenty-first century, with the
population expected to be 60.4 million by 2011 and 61.8 million by 2021.
But the non-white ethnic minorities are growing fifteen times faster than

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

50 The people

T A B L E  2 . 3 Populations of major British cities (estimated 2000)

Greater London 7,187,000 Liverpool 461,000

Birmingham 1,013,000 Edinburgh 450,000

Leeds 727,000 Manchester 422,000

Glasgow 619,000 Bristol 402,000

Sheffield 531,000 Cardiff 320,000

Bradford 483,000 Belfast 279,000



the white population and are also much younger. It is estimated that the
counties of southern and central England will have the highest population
growth up to 2011 and that the heaviest population losses will occur on
Tyneside and Merseyside.

Attitudes to national, regional 
and local identities

Immigration to Britain has often been seen as a threat to British moral,
social and cultural values. Yet the British-Irish Isles have always been
culturally and ethnically diverse. There are many differences between Eng-
land, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland and distinctive ways of life 
and identities within each nation at national, regional and local levels. The
meaning of contemporary ‘Britishness’ consequently becomes problematic.

The history of the British-Irish Isles before the eighteenth century is
not about a single British identity or political entity. It is about four
different nations and their peoples, who have often been hostile towards
one another. ‘Britishness’ since the 1707 union between England/Wales and
Scotland has been largely identified with representative and centralized state
institutions, such as monarchy, Parliament, law and Protestant churches,
and their values. Concepts of Britishness were more widely used in the nine-
teeth century and tied to the Victorian monarchy and Britain’s imperial,
industrial and military position in the world. These elements have since
weakened relative to Britain’s decline.

Terms such as ‘British’ and ‘Britain’ can seem artificial to many peo-
ple in the contemporary UK population, who have retained different cul-
tural and national identities. Foreigners often call all British people ‘English’
and have difficulties in appreciating the distinctions, or the irritation of the
non-English population at such labelling. The Scots, Welsh and Northern
Irish are regarded largely as Celtic peoples (with admixtures over centuries),
while the English are considered to be mainly Anglo-Saxon in origin. It is
argued that the ‘British’ today do not have a strong sense of a ‘British’ iden-
tity. In this view, there needs to be a rethinking of what it means to be British
in the contexts of a multinational, multi-ethnic UK and a changing Europe.

There has obviously been ethnic and cultural assimilation in Britain
over the centuries, which resulted from adaptation by immigrant groups
and internal migration between the four nations. Social, political and
institutional standardization and a British awareness were established.
However, the British identification is often equated with English norms
because of England’s historical role: political unification occurred under the
English Crown, UK state power is still mainly concentrated in London, and
the English dominate numerically.
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English nationalism has historically been the most potent of the 
four nationalisms, and the English had no real problem with the dual
national role. But some now seem to be unsure about their identity in a
devolved Britain. The Scots and Welsh are more aware of the difference
between their nationalism and Britishness; resent the English dominance;
see themselves as different from the English; and regard their cultural feel-
ings as crucial. Their sense of identity is conditioned by the tension between
their distinctive histories and a history of centralized government from
London.

National identity in the four nations was until recently largely cultural
and the British political union was generally accepted, except for some
people in the minority Catholic population of Northern Ireland. But polit-
ical nationalism increased in the 1960s and 1970s in Scotland and Wales.
Today, following devolution in 1999–2000, calls for full independence in
these two nations are not strong, except from the Scottish National Party
(SNP) and (arguably) the Welsh National Party (Plaid Cymru). It has been
suggested that Scottish and Welsh devolution may spark a resurgence in
English nationalism.

The Welsh, English and Scottish seem increasingly to be defining
themselves more in terms of their individual nationalities, rather than as
British. A Sunday Times poll in 2000 found that schoolchildren clearly saw
themselves as English (66 per cent), Scottish (82) or Welsh (79). Some 84
per cent of English children regarded England as their home (rather than
Britain) and 75 per cent felt that their nationality was important to them.
But there was little interest in the creation of regional English assemblies
and little desire for a break-up of the United Kingdom.

However, there are also differences on regional and local levels within
the four nations themselves. Some English regions such as the north-east
and north-west react against London influences and demand decentralized
political autonomy. Since the English are a relatively mixed people, their
customs, accents and behaviour vary considerably and some regional iden-
tifications are still strong. The Cornish, for example, see themselves as a
distinctive cultural element in English society and have an affinity with
Celtic and similar ethnic groups in Britain and Europe. The northern
English have often regarded themselves as superior to the southern English,
and vice versa. On a smaller level, English county and local loyalties (often
centred on cities such as Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle, Birmingham
or London) are still maintained and may be shown in sports, politics, food
habits, competitions, cultural activities or a specific way of life.

In Wales, there are cultural and political differences between the
industrial south (which supports the Labour Party) and the rest of the
mainly rural country; between Welsh-speaking Wales in the north-west and
centre (which supports Plaid Cymru) and English-influenced Wales in the
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P L A T E  2 . 2 A Scottish fling (The Hutchison Library)



east and south-west (where the Conservative Party has some support); and
between the cities of Cardiff and Swansea.

Yet Welsh people generally are very conscious of their differences
from the English, despite the fact that many Welsh people have mixed
English-Welsh ancestry. Their national and cultural identity is grounded in
their history; literature; the Welsh language (actively spoken by 19 per cent
of the population); sport (such as rugby football); and festivals such as 
the National Eisteddfod (with its Welsh poetry competitions, dancing 
and music). It is also echoed in close-knit industrial and agricultural
communities and in a tradition of social, political and religious dissent from
English norms. Today, many Welsh people feel that they are struggling 
for their national identity against political power in London and the 
erosion of their culture and language by English institutions. A limited 
form of devolution has helped to alleviate these feelings and increase Welsh
identity.

Similarly, Scots generally unite in defence of their national identity
and distinctiveness because of historical reactions to the English. They are
conscious of their traditions, which are reflected in cultural festivals and
different legal, religious and educational systems. There has been resent-
ment against the centralization of political power in London and alleged
economic neglect of Scotland (although the UK government provides
greater economic subsidies per head of population to Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland than to England). Devolved government in Edinburgh has
removed some of these objections and focused on Scottish identity.

But Scots are divided by three languages (Gaelic, Scots and English,
the first of these being spoken by 1.5 per cent of the Scottish population
or 70,000 people), different religions, prejudices and regionalisms. Cultural
differences separate Lowlanders and Highlanders and deep rivalries exist
between the two major cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow.

In Northern Ireland, the social, cultural and political differences
between Roman Catholics and Protestants have long been evident and today
are often reflected in geographical ghettos. Groups in both communities feel
frustration with the English and hostility towards the British government in
London. But the Protestant Unionists are loyal to the Crown; regard them-
selves as British; and wish to continue the union with Britain. Many Catholic
Nationalists feel Irish and would prefer to be united with the Republic of
Ireland. Devolution in Northern Ireland has not succeeded in eradicating
deep-seated differences between the two communities.

These features suggest that the contemporary British are a very diverse
people with varying identities. It is as difficult to find an English, Welsh,
Scottish or Irish person who conforms to all or even some of their assumed
national stereotypes as it is to find a typical Briton. Within Britain, ethnic
minorities (both white and non-white) may use dual or multiple identities
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and embrace different loyalties. Many call themselves British or more
specifically English, Welsh, Irish or Scottish, while still identifying with
their countries of origin or descent. Sometimes they employ their ethnic ties
to define themselves as Afro-Caribbean, Black British or British Asians.
They may also embrace identities which relate to their religion, for example
British Muslims or Hindus and British Jews. But a Sunday Times survey in
November 2001 suggested that 68 per cent of Muslims considered that
being Muslim was more important than being British (14 per cent thought
the opposite).

Foreigners often have either specific notions of what they think the
British are like or, in desperation, seek a unified picture of national char-
acter, based sometimes upon stereotypes, quaint traditions or tourist views
of Britain. The emphasis in this search should perhaps be more upon an
examination of ethnic diversity or pluralism in British life. A British
Council/MORI poll in 1999 found that overseas respondents felt that
Britain is a multicultural society though opinion was divided as to whether
or not it is also racially tolerant. It found that the countries that are least
willing to believe that UK society is racially tolerant are those that are least
aware of its multicultural composition.

But ‘multiculturalism’ is a strongly debated issue in Britain. Some
critics favour the separate development of cultural groups and the preser-
vation of their ethnic identities. Others argue for assimilation. The latter
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implies an acceptance of basic common values, including those represented
by civic social and political structures, which have primacy over individual
cultural identities.

These concerns are central to attempts to define ‘Britishness’. Surveys
(such as the Springpoint I? UK – Voices of Our Times, 1999) suggest there
is a popular movement away from the allegedly negative, imperial and
English-dominated historical implications of Britishness to a more positive,
value-based, inclusive image with which the four nations and their popu-
lations can feel comfortable. A Britishness which encompasses opportunity,
respect, tolerance, supportiveness, progress and decency is supposed to be
attractive to the Celtic nations and ethnic minorities. But these values have
to be realized within defining institutional structures.

Explain and examine the following terms:

nomads bypass Anglo-Saxon industrialization
Neolithic East End Hansa National Front
density Celtic devolution Hastings
Merseyside Domesday Book immigrant naturalization
racism Britishness Iberian discrimination
census emigration Huguenots Green Belt

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Describe in outline the history of settlement and immigration in Britain.
2 Examine the changing patterns of population distribution in Britain.
3 Is it correct to describe contemporary Britain as a ‘multi-ethnic’ and

‘multinational’ society? If so, why?

Alibhai-Brown, Y. (2001) Who Do We Think We Are? Imagining the New Britain London:
Allen Lane

Davies, N. (2000) The Isles: A History London: Macmillan

Donnell, A. (2001) Companion to Contemporary Black British Culture London: Routledge

Grant, A. and Stringer, K.J. (eds) (1995) Uniting the Kingdom? – The Making of British
History London: Routledge
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Further reading�



Harvie, C. (1998) Scotland and Nationalism: Scottish Society and Politics, 1707 to the
Present London: Routledge

McKay, S. (2000) Northern Protestants: An Unsettled People Belfast: Blackstaff Press

Nairn, T. (2000) After Britain London: Granta Books

O’Connor, F. (1993) In Search of a State: Catholics in Northern Ireland Belfast:
Blackstaff Press

Owusa, K. (1999) Black British Culture and Society London: Routledge

Paxman, J. (2000) The English: A Portrait of a People London: Penguin Books

Phillips, M. and Phillips, T. (1999) Windrush: The Irresistible Rise of Multi-racial Britain
London: HarperCollins

Solomos, J. (2001) Race and Racism in Britain London: Macmillan

Storry, M. and Childs, P. (eds) (1997) British Cultural Identities London: Routledge

Campaign for the English Regions: http://www.cfer.org.uk

Devolution: http://www.britishcouncil.org/devolution/index.htm

Looking into England: www.britishcouncil.org/studies/english

British Studies Now: www.britishcouncil.org/studies/bsn.htm

Scotland Office: www.scottishsecretary.gov.uk

Wales Office: www.wales.gov.uk

Northern Ireland Office: www.nio.gov.uk
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PO L I T I C A L  H I S T O R Y  I N  T H E  B R I T I S H - I R I S H Isles over the past eight
hundred years illustrates the developing identity of the British state and

evolutionary changes in its composition. The slow weakening of non-demo-
cratic monarchical and aristocratic power led to political and legislative
authority being transferred to UK parliamentary structures, a central UK
government and a powerful Prime Minister. Changing social conditions
resulted in a growth of political parties, the extension of the vote to all
adults, the development of local government, and a twentieth-century devo-
lution (transfer) of some political power to Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland. These historical processes have been accompanied by political,
social and religious conflicts and constitutional compromise.

Political structures are still vigorously debated. The UK government
in London is accused of being too secretive, too centralized and insuffi-
ciently responsive to the needs of the diverse peoples of the United
Kingdom. It is argued that the UK Parliament has lost control over the UK
government; that political power has shifted to a presidential Prime
Minister and unelected bodies and advisers; that there are serious weak-
nesses at devolved and local levels; and that the British political system
must be reformed in order to make it more efficient, accountable and adapt-
able to modern requirements.

However, a 1999 British Council/MORI poll of overseas countries
reported that 65 per cent of respondents felt that Britain is a good model
of democratic government. But younger people had confused and uncer-
tain views. Respect for long traditions was mixed with more negative
images such as the monarchy, judges in wigs and lords in ermine, which
they felt were out of keeping with a modern democracy.

Political history

Early political history in the British-Irish Isles is the story of four geograph-
ical areas (now England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland) and their turbulent
struggles for independent nationhood. But an English political and military
expansionism over the centuries conditioned the development of the other
three nations. Ireland was controlled by England from the twelfth century;
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England and Wales were united by the 1536–42 Acts of Union; the thrones
of England and Scotland were dynastically amalgamated in 1603; England/
Wales and Scotland were united by the 1707 Acts of Union; and the 1801
Act of Union joined Great Britain and Ireland as the United Kingdom. In
this process, English governmental systems were adopted in the modern
period for all of Britain. Scotland, the Republic of Ireland, Wales and
Northern Ireland regained some of their former political identities only in
the twentieth century.

Decline of monarchy and the rise of Parliament

Early monarchs or political leaders in the four nations had considerable
power, but generally accepted advice and feudal limitations on their
authority. However, later English kings, such as King John (1199–1216),
ignored these restraints and powerful French-Norman barons opposed
John’s dictatorial rule by forcing him to sign Magna Carta in 1215. This
document protected the aristocracy rather than the ordinary citizen. It was
later regarded as a cornerstone of British (not merely English) liberties;
restricted the monarch’s powers; forced him to take advice; increased
aristocratic influence; and stipulated that citizens should have fair trials.

Such inroads into royal power encouraged embryonic parliamentary
structures. An English Council was formed in 1258 by disaffected nobles
under Simon de Montfort, who in 1264 summoned a broader Parliament.
These aristocratic, elected and part-time initiatives were followed in 1275
by the Model Parliament of Edward I (1272–1307), which was the first
representative English Parliament. Its two Houses (as now) consisted of the
Lords/Bishops and the Commons (male commoners). An independent
Scottish Parliament was first created in 1326 and Ireland had a similarly
old Parliament, dating from medieval times.

However, the English Parliament was too large to rule the country
effectively. A small Privy Council (royal government outside Parliament),
comprising the monarch and court advisers, developed. It continued as a
powerful influence until it lost authority to increasingly strong parliamen-
tary structures in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

But, although the English Parliament had limited powers against the
monarch, there was a return to royal dominance in Tudor England
(1485–1603). The nobility had been weakened by wars and internal
conflicts (such as the Wars of the Roses between Yorkists and Lancas-
trians). Monarchs controlled Parliament and summoned it only when they
needed to raise money. Tudor monarchs (of Welsh ancestry) united
England and Wales administratively, politically and legally in the sixteenth
century. They also intervened forcefully in Ireland, with frequent campaigns
against Irish insurgents.
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Following the Tudors, James VI of Scotland become James I of
England in 1603, formed a Stuart dynasty and considered himself to be
king of Great Britain. But the two countries were not closely joined polit-
ically or culturally. However, the English Parliament now showed more
resistance to royal rule by using its weapon of financial control. It refused
royal requests for money and later forced the Stuart Charles I to sign the
Petition of Rights in 1628, which prevented him from raising taxes without
Parliament’s consent. Charles ignored these political developments and then
failed in his attempt to arrest parliamentary leaders in the House of
Commons. The monarch was in future banned from the Commons.

Charles’s rejection of parliamentary ideals and belief in his right to
rule without opposition provoked anger against the Crown, and a Civil
War broke out in 1642. The Protestant Parliamentarians under Oliver
Cromwell won the military struggle against the Catholic Royalists. Charles
was beheaded in 1649; the monarchy was abolished; Britain was ruled as
a Protectorate by Cromwell and his son Richard (1653–60); and Parliament
comprised only the House of Commons. Cromwell also asserted the Protes-
tant and parliamentary cause in Scotland and Ireland, which provoked
lasting hatred in these countries.

Cromwell’s Protectorate was unpopular and most people wanted 
the restoration of the monarchy. The two Houses of Parliament were 
re-established and in 1660 they restored the Stuart Charles II to the 
throne. Initially Charles co-operated with Parliament, but his financial
needs, belief in royal authority and support of Catholicism lost him popular
and parliamentary backing. Parliament ended his expensive wars and
imposed further reforms.

The growth of political parties and constitutional structures

The growing power of the English Parliament against the monarch in the
seventeenth century saw the development of more organized political
parties in Parliament. These derived partly from the religious and ideolog-
ical conflicts of the Civil War. Two groups (Whigs and Tories) became
dominant. This is a characteristic feature of British two-party politics, in
which political power generally shifts between two main parties. The Whigs
were mainly Cromwellian Protestants and gentry, who did not accept the
Catholic James II as successor to Charles II and wanted religious freedom
for all Protestants. The Tories generally supported royalist beliefs, and
helped Charles II to secure James’s right to succeed him.

But James’s attempt to rule without Parliament and his ignoring of
its laws caused a further reduction in royal influence. His manipulations
forced the Tories to join the Whigs in inviting the Dutch Protestant William
of Orange to intervene. William arrived in England in 1688, James fled to
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France and William succeeded to the throne as England’s first constitutional
monarch. Since no force was involved, this event is called the Bloodless 
or Glorious Revolution. Royal powers were further restricted under the
Declaration of Rights (1689), which strengthened Parliament. Future mon-
archs could not reign or act without Parliament’s consent and the Act of
Settlement (1701) gave religious freedom to all Protestants.

The Glorious Revolution affected the constitution and politics. It
created a division of powers between an executive branch (the monarch
and Privy Council); a parliamentary legislative branch (the House of
Commons, the House of Lords and the monarch); and the judiciary (judges
independent of monarch and Parliament). Acts of Union joining England/
Wales and Scotland followed in 1707, Scotland lost its Parliament and
power was now centralized in the London Parliament.

Parliamentary influence grew in the early eighteenth century, because
the Hanoverian George I lacked interest in British politics. He distrusted
the Tories with their Catholic sympathies and appointed Whigs such as
Robert Walpole to his Privy Council. Walpole became Chief Minister in
1721 and led the Whig majority in the House of Commons, which
comprised land and property owners. Walpole increased the parliamentary
role and he has been called Britain’s first Prime Minister.

But parliamentary authority was not absolute and later monarchs
tried to restore royal power. However, George III lost much of his standing
after the loss of the American colonies (1775–83). He was obliged to
appoint William Pitt the Younger as his Tory Chief Minister and it was
under Pitt that the office of Prime Minister really developed. Meanwhile,
Ireland’s Parliament achieved legislative independence in 1782. But it repre-
sented only the privileged Anglo-Irish minority and the Roman Catholic
majority was excluded.

The expansion of voting rights

Although parliamentary control continued to grow in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, there was still no widespread democracy in
Britain. Political authority was in the hands of landowners, merchants and
aristocrats in Parliament, and most people did not possess the vote. Bribery
and corruption were common, with the buying of those votes which did
exist and the giving away or sale of public offices.

The Tories were against electoral reform, as were the Whigs initially.
But the country was rapidly increasing its population and developing indus-
trially and economically. Pressures for political reform became irresistible.
The Whigs extended voting rights to the expanding middle class in the 
First Reform Act of 1832 and later the franchise was given to men with
property and a certain income. However, the majority of the working class
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had no votes and were unrepresented in Parliament. All males over twenty-
one received the vote only in 1918.

Women over twenty-one had to wait until 1928 for the franchise to
be fully established in Britain. Previously, only women over thirty had
achieved some political rights and for centuries wives and their property
had been the legal possessions of their husbands. The traditional role of
women of all classes had been confined to that of mother in the home,
although some found employment in home industries and factories or as
domestic servants, teachers and governesses.

Women’s social and political position became marginally better
towards the end of the nineteenth century. Elementary education was estab-
lished and a few institutions of higher education began to admit women in
restricted numbers. Some women’s organizations had been founded in the
mid nineteenth century to press for greater political, employment and social
rights. But the most famous suffragette movement was that of the
Pankhursts in 1903. Their Women’s Social and Political Union campaigned
for the women’s vote and an increased female role in society. However, it
is argued that a substantial change in women’s status in the mid twentieth
century occurred largely because of a recognition of the essential work that
they performed during two World Wars.

The growth of governmental structures

In 1801, Ireland was united with Great Britain by the Act of Union to form
the UK. The Irish Parliament was abolished and Irish members sat in both
Houses of the London Parliament.

The elements of modern British government developed somewhat
haphazardly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Government minis-
ters were generally members of the House of Commons; became
responsible to the Commons rather than the monarch; shared a collective
responsibility for the policies and acts of government; and had an indi-
vidual responsibility to Parliament for their own ministries. The prime
ministership developed from the monarch’s Chief Minister to ‘first among
equals’ and finally the leadership of all ministers. The central force of
government became the parliamentary Cabinet of senior ministers, which
grew out of the Privy Council. The government was formed from the
majority party in the House of Commons. The largest minority party
became the Official Opposition, which attempted through its policies to
become the next government chosen by the people.

Historically, the elected House of Commons gained political power
from the unelected monarch and House of Lords and become the main
element in Parliament. Subsequent reforms of the Lords (the Parliament
Acts of 1911 and 1949) removed their political authority. Later Acts
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created non-hereditary titles (life peers), in addition to the existing heredi-
tary peerages. The House lost most of its hereditary members in 2000, has
only delaying and amending power over parliamentary legislation and
cannot interfere with financial bills.

The nineteenth century also saw the growth of more organized polit-
ical parties. These were conditioned by changing social and economic
factors and reflected the modern struggle between opposing ideologies. The
Tories became known as the Conservatives around 1830. They believed in
established values and the preservation of traditions; supported business
and commerce; had strong links with the Church of England and the pro-
fessions; and were opposed to radical ideas.

The Whigs, however, were becoming a progressive force and wanted
social reform and economic freedom without government restrictions. They
developed into the Liberal Party, which promoted enlightened policies in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But the party declined
after 1918. Following an alliance with the now-defunct Social Democratic
Party in the 1980s, it merged and became the Liberal Democrats. It is the
third-largest party in UK politics but lacks substantial representation in 
the House of Commons.

The Labour Party, created in its present form in 1906, became the
main opposition party to the Conservatives and continued the traditional
two-party system in British politics. It was supported by the trade unions,
the working class and some middle-class voters. The first Labour govern-
ment was formed in 1924 under Ramsey MacDonald. But it achieved
majority power only in 1945 under Clement Attlee, when it embarked on
radical programmes of social and economic reform, which laid the foun-
dations for a welfare state.

The political framework

Contemporary politics operate on UK, devolved and local government
levels (see figure 3.1). The UK Parliament and government in London 
organize the UK as a whole. A Parliament in Scotland, Assemblies in Wales
and Northern Ireland and a London Authority have varying degrees of
devolved self-government. Local government throughout Britain organizes
society at local level.

Local government

Britain has had a local government system in one form or another for
centuries. It began with the Anglo-Saxon division of England into large
counties and small parishes, which were organized by the monarch’s local
representatives.
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Local government has grown through the centuries, particularly in
the nineteenth century. It now provides local services throughout the UK,
such as education, health, fire services, transport, social services, sanitation
and housing, through elected councils. In England, it is administered
through an elected non-professional two-tier system of county and district
councils, with some single-tier (unitary) authorities, as well as by profes-
sional staff. Scotland and Wales have 29 and 22 unitary authorities
respectively, while Northern Ireland has 26 district councils.

But although people count on the services of local government, the
system at present is languishing, is subjected to centralized control and
funding and no longer provides the full range of traditional local services.
Interest in local government is low and a MORI poll in August 2000
suggested that dissatisfaction with local councils has increased.

Since July 2000 London has been run by a Greater London Authority
with its elected Mayor and Assembly. It was hoped that similar mayors
would be elected in other British cities, in an attempt to increase devolved
powers.

Devolution

Devolution (self-government or transfer of some powers from the
Westminster Parliament) was first adapted in Ireland. Growing nationalist
feelings in the nineteenth century led to calls for Home Rule for Ireland
with its own Parliament in Dublin. But early attempts failed. Hostilities
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continued in the twentieth century until Ireland was partitioned in 1921–22
into the Irish Free State (later the Republic of Ireland), with its own
Parliament, and Northern Ireland. The latter had a devolved Parliament
(1921–72), but remained part of the UK.

Political nationalism also grew in Wales and Scotland from the 1960s.
After failed attempts to give them devolved political power, the Labour
government created in 1999–2000 (after referendums) an elected Parlia-
ment with legislative and tax-varying powers in Scotland and an elected
non-legislative, non-tax-raising elected Assembly in Wales. Northern Ire-
land achieved an elected Assembly in 2000, which has legislative and
executive authority, except for reserved UK powers over policing, security
matters, prisons and criminal justice.

Devolution provides a tier of decentralized government. It allows
these countries (with their Executives and First Ministers) to decide more
of their own affairs, such as education, health, transport, environment,
home affairs and local government. The Westminster Parliament still has
reserved powers over UK matters such as defence, foreign affairs, Social
Security, taxation, broad economic policy and immigration. Roles and
procedures (except sometimes for elections) in local and devolved struc-
tures are generally similar to those at the UK level.

The Welsh Assembly in practice lacks extensive powers, the London
Parliament provides its primary legislation and it had initial political prob-
lems. The Northern Irish Assembly was suspended in 2000 and 2001
because of the failure of the IRA to disarm, although partial disarmament
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has now been achieved (2001) and the Assembly is functioning. The
Scottish Parliament initially attracted criticism, being seen as parochial,
ineffective and controlled by London, although it is now becoming more
independent. Devolution has had a shaky start. It still needs to settle down
and justify its existence. Some critics argue that the devolved structures are
inadequate and that the Labour government has not thought through the
implications of its devolution policies, particularly in terms of the anom-
alous position of England.

England has no intermediate tier. It has a network of Regional
Development Agencies (RDAs) which implement UK government politico-
economic programmes in the regions. But these areas do not provide
devolved government, although they may form the basis for a future
regional devolution of power from Westminster, analogous to the devolved
structures in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Alternatively, England
could have its own Parliament.

Devolution does not mean independence for Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland nor a British federal system, although it is argued that a
form of ‘quasi-federalism’ has been created. The Labour government says
that devolution will strengthen the UK and that legal sovereignty still rests
with the UK Parliament at Westminster. In this sense, Britain has a unitary
political system and remains a union of the United Kingdom (England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland).

Some fear that devolution may lead to independence for Scotland 
and Wales. A National Opinion Poll in 1997 found that 43 per cent of
respondents believed that devolution would lead to the break-up of the UK.
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But British Social Attitudes (2000–01) reported that, while some English
thought of themselves as strongly British, many have become more aware
of being English rather than British in response to devolution. However,
devolution is not viewed as a threat to the Union and the English have
adapted to the new status quo.

Constitution and monarchy

The constitution

The constitutional system has experienced relatively few upheavals since
1688, despite devolution. Rather, existing principles have been pragmati-
cally adapted to new conditions.

Britain is described either as a constitutional monarchy (with the
monarch as head of state) or as a parliamentary system, which is divided
into legislative, executive and judicial branches. The Westminster Parlia-
ment possesses supreme legislative power in UK matters. The executive UK
government governs by passing its policies (many of which are applicable
to most of Britain) through Parliament as Acts of Parliament and operates
through ministries or departments headed by Ministers or Secretaries of
State. The judiciary is independent of the legislative and executive branches
of government. The judges of the higher courts determine the law and inter-
pret Acts of Parliament and European Union law.

These branches of the governmental system, although distinguishable
from each other, are not entirely separate. For example, the monarch is
formally head of the executive, the legislature and the judiciary. A Member
of Parliament (MP) in the House of Commons and a peer of the House of
Lords may both be in the government of the day. A Law Lord in the House
of Lords also serves that House as the highest appeal court.

Britain has no written constitution contained in any one document.
Instead, the constitution consists of statute law (Acts of Parliament);
common law or judge-made law; conventions (principles and practices of
government which are not legally binding but have the force of law): some
ancient documents such as Magna Carta; and the new addition of European
Union law.

These constitutional elements are said to be flexible enough to
respond quickly to new conditions. UK law and institutions can be created
or changed by the Westminster Parliament through Acts of Parliament. The
common or judge-made law can be extended by the judiciary and conven-
tions can be altered, formed or abolished by general agreement.

In constitutional theory, the British people, although subjects of 
the Crown, have political sovereignty to choose the UK government, while
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Parliament, consisting partly of elected representatives in the Commons,
has legal supremacy to make laws and is the focus of UK sovereignty.

But challenges to traditional notions of parliamentary sovereignty have
arisen, and the Westminster Parliament is no longer the sole legislative body
in Britain. British membership of the European Union (1973) means that EU
law is now superior to British national law in certain areas and British courts
must give it precedence in cases of conflict between the two systems. EU law
coexists with Acts of Parliament as part of the British constitution.

Since devolution, Parliament can still legislate for the UK as a whole
and for any parts of it separately. But it has undertaken not to legislate on
devolved matters without the agreement of the devolved Parliament and
Assemblies. The Scottish Parliament has power to legislate for devolved
matters in Scotland in which Westminster has no say. Any conflicts between
the two Parliaments will be resolved by the Judicial Committee of the Privy
Council. The Welsh Assembly has no primary legislative powers, although
the Northern Irish Assembly can legislate in devolved matters. Ultimately,
however, the UK Parliament still has the legal right to abolish the Scottish
Parliament, the Welsh and Northern Irish Assemblies and to withdraw
from the EU.

Criticisms of the constitutional system

The British system has been admired in the past. It combined stability and
adaptability with a balance of authority and toleration. But it has often
been criticized. UK governments have become more radical in their poli-
cies and are able to implement them because of big majorities in the
Commons. This means that there are few effective parliamentary restraints
upon a strong government. There has also been concern at the absence of
constitutional safeguards for citizens against state power, since historically
there have been few legal definitions of civil liberties in Britain.

These features are seen as potentially dangerous, particularly when
UK governments and administrative bodies are arguably too centralized
and secretive. It is argued that Britain is ruled by small (often unelected)
groups at the heart of government. There have been campaigns for 
more open government and more effective protection of individual liber-
ties in the forms of a written constitution (to define and limit the powers
of Parliament and government); greater judicial scrutiny of parliamentary
legislation; a Freedom of Information Act (to allow the public to examine
official documents held by Whitehall departments, local councils, the
National Health Service and schools and universities); and the incorpora-
tion of the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law
(allowing British citizens to pursue cases in Britain rather than having to
go through the European Court of Human Rights).
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The Labour government created a Freedom of Information Act in
2000 (which is criticized as lacking teeth) and has incorporated the
European Convention into British law by the creation of a Human Rights
Act, 1998. Both developments could improve the civil and constitutional
rights of British people.

The Human Rights Act is already having a controversial effect on
many levels. It allows the courts to rule in cases of alleged breaches of
fundamental human rights which are brought to them. While they cannot
directly overrule an Act of Parliament they can declare that such an Act is
in breach of the Human Rights legislation. In effect, this could force a
government to change its legislation and is seen as an encroachment upon
parliamentary sovereignty. The implications of the Human Rights Act have
yet to be fully worked out.

A MORI poll in 1997 revealed that 50 per cent of respondents
thought that the British governmental system is out of date and 79 per cent
said that a written constitution was needed. A MORI poll in 2000 reported
that only 45 per cent of respondents were satisfied with the British consti-
tution. Critics claim that the UK political system no longer works
satisfactorily. They maintain that it is still too centralized and its traditional
bases are inadequate for the organization of a complex society. It is felt
that political policies have become too conditioned by party politics at the
expense of consensus; that government is too removed from popular and
regional concerns and does not reflect contemporary diversity; and that
national programmes lack a democratic and representative basis. However,
changes have been made to the apparatus, such as devolution and the
Human Rights Act, indicating that evolutionary principles may be success-
fully adapted to new demands and conditions.

The monarchy

The constitutional title of the UK Parliament is the ‘Queen-in-Parliament’.
This means that state and government business is carried out in the name
of the monarch by the politicians and officials of the system. But the Crown
is only sovereign by the will of Parliament and acceptance by the people.

The monarchy is the oldest secular institution in Britain and there is
hereditary succession to the throne, but only for Protestants. The eldest son
of a monarch currently has priority over older daughters. The monarchy’s
continuity has been interrupted only by Cromwellian rule (1653–60),
although there have been different lines of descent such as the Tudors,
Stuarts and Hanoverians.

Royal executive power has disappeared. But the monarch still has
formal constitutional roles and is head of state, head of the executive, judi-
ciary and legislature, ‘supreme governor’ of the Church of England and
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commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Government ministers and
officials are the monarch’s servants, and many public office-holders swear
allegiance to the Crown. The monarchy is thus a permanent fixture in the
British system, unlike temporary politicians. It still has a practical and
constitutional role to play in the operation of government.

The monarch is expected to be politically neutral; is supposed to reign
but not rule; and cannot make laws, impose taxes, spend public money or
act unilaterally. The monarch acts only on the advice of political ministers,
which cannot be ignored, and contemporary Britain is therefore governed
by Her Majesty’s Government in the name of the Queen.

The monarch performs important duties such as the opening and
dissolving of Parliament; giving the Royal Assent (or signature) to bills
which have been passed by both Houses of Parliament; appointing govern-
ment ministers and public figures; granting honours; leading proceedings
of the Privy Council; and fulfilling international duties as head of state.

A central power still possessed by the monarch is the choice and
appointment of the UK Prime Minister. By convention, this person is
normally the leader of the political party which has a majority in the
Commons. However, if there is no clear majority or if the political situa-
tion is unclear, the monarch could in theory make a free choice. In practice,
advice is given by royal advisers and leading politicians in order to present
an acceptable candidate.

The monarch has a right to be informed of all aspects of national life
by receiving government documents and meeting regularly with the Prime
Minister. The monarch also has the right to encourage, warn and advise
ministers. The impact of royal advice on formal and informal levels could
be significant and raises questions about whether such influence should be
held by an unelected figure who could potentially either support or under-
mine political leaders.

Much of the cost of the royal family’s official duties is met from the
Civil List (public funds which are approved by Parliament). Following
concern over expense, the Civil List has now been reduced to a few
members of the immediate royal family. Other costs incurred by the
monarch as a private individual or as sovereign come either from the Privy
Purse (finance received from the revenues of some royal estates) or from
the Crown’s own investments, which are very considerable and on which
the monarch now pays income tax.

Critics of the monarchy argue that it lacks adaptability, is out-of-date,
non-democratic, expensive, associated with aristocratic privilege and estab-
lishment thinking and reflects an English rather than a British identity. It
is argued that the monarchy’s distance from ordinary life sustains class divi-
sions and hierarchy in society. It is also suggested that, if the monarch’s
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functions today are merely ceremonial and lack power, it would be more
rational to abolish the office and replace it with a cheaper non-executive
presidency.

Critics who favour the monarchy argue that it is popular, has adapted
to modern requirements and is a symbol of national unity. It is a personi-
fication of the state; shows stability and continuity; has more prestige than
politicians; is not subject to political manipulations; plays a worthwhile
role in national institutions; is neutral; performs ambassadorial functions;
and promotes the interests of Britain abroad.

But the monarchy in recent years has attracted much criticism.
However, while an ICM poll in August 1997 showed that its support had
fallen to 48 per cent, a MORI poll in April 2001 reported that 70 per cent
of respondents favoured Britain remaining a monarchy, with 19 per cent
preferring a republic. 65 per cent thought that the monarchy should be
modernized to reflect changes in British life.

Traditionalists fear that a modernized monarchy would lose that aura
of detachment which is described as its main strength. It would then be
associated with change rather than the preservation of existing values. At
present, it balances uncomfortably between tradition and modernizing
trends.

The Privy Council

The ancient Privy Council is still constitutionally tied to the monarchy.
Historically, it developed from a small group of royal advisers into the exec-
utive branch of the monarch’s government. But its powerful position
declined in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as its functions were
transferred to a parliamentary Cabinet and new ministries. Today, its
members (such as cabinet ministers) advise the monarch on government
business which does not need to pass through Parliament and may serve
on influential committees.

There are about four hundred Privy Councillors, but the body works
mostly through small groups. A full council is summoned only on the death
of a monarch and the accession of a new one or when there are constitu-
tional issues at stake. Should the monarch be indisposed, counsellors of
state or a regent would work through the Privy Council.

Apart from its practical duties and its role as a constitutional forum,
the most important tasks of the Privy Council today are performed by its
Judicial Committee. This is the final court of appeal from some
Commonwealth countries and dependencies. It may be used by some bodies
in Britain and overseas and its rulings can be influential. It also rules on
any conflicts between Westminster and the Scottish Parliament.
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UK Parliament: role, legislation and elections

Role

The UK Parliament is housed in the Palace of Westminster in London. It
comprises the non-elected House of Lords, the elected House of Commons
and the monarch. The two Houses contain members from England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland and represent people with varied back-
grounds and traditions. Parliament gathers as a unified body only on
ceremonial occasions, such as the State Opening of Parliament by the
monarch in the House of Lords. Here it listens to the monarch’s speech
from the throne, which outlines the UK government’s forthcoming legisla-
tive programme.

In constitutional theory, Parliament has legal sovereignty in all
matters and can create, abolish or amend laws and institutions for all or
any part(s) of Britain. In practice, this means the implementation of the
government’s policies. All three parts of Parliament must normally pass a
bill before it can become an Act of Parliament and law. Parliament also
votes money to government; examines government policies and adminis-
tration; scrutinizes European Union legislation; and debates political issues.

Parliament is supposed to legislate according to the rule of law, prece-
dent and tradition. Politicians are generally sensitive to these conventions
and to public opinion. Formal and informal checks and balances, such as
party discipline, the Official Opposition, public reaction and pressure
groups, normally ensure that Parliament legislates according to its legal
responsibility. While critics argue that Parliament’s programmes may not
reflect the will of the people, a MORI poll in 2000 showed that satisfac-
tion with the way Parliament works had (perhaps surprisingly) increased
to 43 per cent with dissatisfaction at 29 per cent.

A Parliament has a maximum duration of five years, except in emer-
gency situations. But it is often dissolved earlier and a general election
called. A dissolution of Parliament and the issue of writs for the election
are ordered by the monarch on the advice of the Prime Minister. If an MP
dies, resigns or is given a peerage, a by-election is called only for that
member’s seat, and Parliament as a whole is not dissolved.

The House of Lords consists of Lords Temporal and Lords Spiritual.
Lords Spiritual are the Archbishops of York and Canterbury and 24 senior
bishops of the Church of England. Lords Temporal comprise (1) some 92
peers and peeresses with hereditary titles elected by their fellows; (2) about
577 life peers and peeresses, who have been selected by political parties
and an independent Appointments Commission; and (3) the Lords of
Appeal (Law Lords). The latter serve the House of Lords as the ultimate
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court of appeal for many purposes from most parts of Britain. This court
does not consist of the whole House, but only of nine Law Lords who have
held senior judicial office under the chairmanship of the Lord Chancellor.

Daily attendance varies from a handful to a few hundred. Peers
receive no salary for parliamentary work, but may claim attendance and
travelling expenses. The House collectively controls its own procedure, but
is often guided by the Lord Chancellor, who is a political appointee of the
government and who sits on the Woolsack (or stuffed woollen sofa).

There have long been demands that the unrepresentative, unelected
House of Lords should be replaced. The problem lies in deciding on an
alternative model. A wholly elected second chamber could threaten the
powers of the House of Commons and result in conflict between the 
two. An appointed House could consist of unelected members chosen by
political parties or an independent Appointments Commission. As a first
step, the Labour government abolished the sitting and voting rights 
of hereditary peers, except for 92 of them. The life peers continue to be in
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actual practice appointed by the present independent Appointments Com-
mission. It is likely that a future House of 750 members will be mainly
appointed together with a small number (120) of elected members, no
hereditary peers and a reduction (to 16) of Lords Spiritual.

The House of Lords does its job well as an experienced and less
partisan forum than the House of Commons and also takes on a legisla-
tive and administrative burden. It has an amending function, which may
be used to delay government legislation for up to one year (three months
in future) or to persuade governments to have a second look at bills. It is
a safeguard against over-hasty legislation by the Commons and is an anti-
dote to powerful governments. This is possible because the Lords are more
independently minded than MPs in the Commons and do not suffer rigid
party discipline. The House is now more evenly divided in terms of party
affilliation. But it has a number of crossbenchers (or Independents sitting
across the back of the chamber) who do not belong to any political party.
A MORI poll in 2000 showed that opinions about the Lords have hardly
changed, with 32 per cent of respondents being satisfied and 29 per cent
dissatisfied.

The House of Commons comprises 659 Members of Parliament
(MPs). They are elected by voters (from age eighteen) and represent citi-
zens in Parliament. In 2001, 118 of them were women. But women face
problems in being selected as parliamentary candidates and winning seats
in the Commons. There are 529 parliamentary seats for England, 40 for
Wales, 72 for Scotland and 18 for Northern Ireland. MPs are paid expenses
and a salary, which is relatively low for comparable jobs.

Legislation and procedure

Parliamentary procedure in both Houses of Parliament is based on custom,
convention, precedent and detailed rules (standing orders). The House of
Commons meets most weekday afternoons (outside lengthy vacations),
although business can continue beyond midnight. Many MPs then spend
the weekend in their constituencies attending to business. They may also
follow their professions (such as lawyers) on a part-time basis. The orga-
nization and procedures of the Commons have been criticized. It is felt that
the number of hours spent in the House should be reduced and that pay
and resources should be improved. Women MPs feel that it should become
a more women-friendly place instead of the traditional male club.

The Speaker is the chief officer of the House of Commons; is 
chosen by MPs; interprets the rules of the House; and is assisted by three
deputy speakers. The Speaker is an elected MP who, on election to the
Speaker’s chair, ceases to be a political representative and becomes a
neutral official.
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The Speaker protects the House against any abuse of procedure by
controlling debates and votes. Where there is a tied result, the Speaker has
the casting vote, but must exercise this choice so that it reflects established
conventions. The Speaker is important for the orderly running of the
House. MPs can be very combative and often unruly, so that the Speaker
is sometimes forced to dismiss or suspend a member from the House.

Debates in both Houses of Parliament usually begin with a motion
(or proposal) which is then debated. The matter is decided by a simple
majority vote at the end of discussion. In the Commons, MPs enter either
the ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ lobbies (corridors running alongside the Commons
chamber) to record their vote, but they may also abstain from voting.

The proceedings of both Houses are open to the public and may be
viewed from the public and visitors’ galleries. The transactions are pub-
lished daily in Hansard (the parliamentary ‘newspaper’); debates are
televised; and radio broadcasts may be in live or recorded form. This expo-
sure to public scrutiny has increased interest in the parliamentary process,
although negative comments are made about low attendance in both
Houses and the behaviour of MPs in the Commons.

Before the creation of new UK law (which may take a few days or
many months) and changes to existing law a government will usually issue
certain documents before the parliamentary law-making process com-
mences. A Green Paper is a consultative document which allows interested
parties to state their case before a bill is introduced into Parliament. A
White Paper is not normally consultative, but is a preliminary document
which details prospective legislation.

A draft law takes the form of a bill. Most bills are ‘public’ because
they involve state business and are introduced in either House of Parliament
by the government. Other bills may be ‘private’ because they relate to
matters such as local government, while some are ‘private members’ bills’
introduced by MPs in their personal capacity. These latter bills are on a
topic of interest to MPs, but are normally defeated for lack of parliamen-
tary time or support. However, some important private members’ bills
concerning homosexuality, abortion and sexual offences have survived the
obstacles and become law.

Bills must pass through both Houses and receive the Royal Assent
before they become law. The Commons is normally the first step in this
process. The Lords, in its turn, can delay a non-financial bill. It can also
propose amendments, and if amended the bill goes back to the Commons
for further consideration. This amending function is an important power
and has been frequently used in recent years. But the Lords’ role today is
to act as a forum for revision, rather than as a rival to the elected Com-
mons. In practice, the Lords’ amendments can sometimes lead to the
acceptance of changes by the government, or even a withdrawal of the bill.
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When the bill has eventually passed through the Lords, it is sent to
the monarch for the Royal Assent (or signature), which has not been
refused since the eighteenth century. After this, the bill becomes an Act of
Parliament and enters the statute-book as representing the law of the land
at that time.
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Preliminary White or Green Paper

HOUSE OF COMMONS

First reading or formal introduction of bill

Second reading
(debate on general principles)

Committee stage
(detailed discussion and amendment)

Report stage
(amendments)

Third reading
(formal but debate possible)

HOUSE OF LORDS

MONARCH

ACT OF PARLIAMENT

F I G U R E  3 . 3 From bill to UK Act of Parliament



UK Parliament elections

The UK is divided for Westminster parliamentary elections to the House
of Commons into 659 constituencies (geographical areas of the country
containing an average of about 66,000 voters – though some have many
more or fewer). Each returns one MP to the House of Commons at a
general election. Constituency boundaries are adjusted to ensure fair repre-
sentation and to reflect population movements.

General elections are by ballot, but voting is not compulsory. British,
Commonwealth and Irish Republic citizens may vote if they are resident in
Britain, included on a constituency register of voters, are aged eighteen or
over and not subject to any disqualification. People not entitled to vote
include members of the House of Lords; mentally ill patients who are
detained in hospital or prison; and persons who have been convicted of
corrupt or illegal election practices.

Each elector casts one vote at a polling station set up on election day
in a constituency by making a cross on a ballot paper against the name of
the candidate for whom the vote is cast. Those who are unable to vote in
person in their local constituency can register postal or proxy votes.

The turnout of voters has often been about 70 per cent at general
elections out of an electorate of 42 million. The candidate who wins the
most votes in a constituency is elected MP for that area. This system is
known as the simple majority or the ‘first-past-the-post’ system. There is
no voting by the various forms of proportional representation (PR), except
for EU Parliament and devolved government elections, which have a
mixture of first-past-the-post and party-list voting.

Some see the Westminster electoral system as undemocratic and
unfair to smaller parties. The Liberal Democrats campaign for PR voting,
which would create a wider selection of parties in the House of Commons
and cater for minority political interests. The two big parties (Labour and
Conservative) have preferred the existing system since it gives them a
greater chance of achieving power. The Labour government will now
examine the PR systems in Scotland and Wales to see whether they can be
applied to Westminster elections.

It is argued that the British people prefer the stronger government
which can result from the first-past-the-post system. PR systems are alleged
to have weaknesses, such as party control of lists, coalition or minority
government, frequent break-down, a lack of firm policies, power-
bargaining between different parties in order to achieve government status
and tension afterwards. But weak and small-majority government can also
result from first-past-the-post.
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The party-political system

British elections at parliamentary, devolved and local levels depend upon
the party political system, which has existed since the seventeenth century.
For UK parliamentary general elections, the parties present their policies in
the form of manifestos to the electorate for consideration during the few
weeks of campaigning. A party candidate (chosen by a specific party) in a
constituency is elected to the Westminster Parliament on a combination of
party manifesto and the personality of the candidate. But party-activity
continues outside the election period itself, as the politicians battle for
power and the ears of the electorate at all levels.

Since 1945 there have been eight Labour and eight Conservative UK
governments in Britain. Some have had large majorities in the House of
Commons, while others have had small ones. Some, like the Labour govern-
ment in the late 1970s and the Conservatives in the 1990s, had to rely on
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T A B L E  3 . 1 British governments and Prime Ministers since 1945

Date Government Prime Minister

1945–51 Labour Clement Attlee

1951–55 Conservative Winston Churchill

1955–59 Conservative Anthony Eden (1955–57)

Harold Macmillan (1957–59)

1959–64 Conservative Harold Macmillan (1959–63)

Alec Douglas-Home (1963–64)

1964–66 Labour Harold Wilson

1966–70 Labour Harold Wilson

1970–74 Conservative Edward Heath

1974–(Feb.) Labour Harold Wilson

1974–(Oct.) Labour Harold Wilson

1974–79 Labour Harold Wilson (1974–76)

James Callaghan (1976–79)

1979–83 Conservative Margaret Thatcher

1983–87 Conservative Margaret Thatcher

1987–92 Conservative Margaret Thatcher (1987–90)

John Major (1990–92)

1992–97 Conservative John Major

1997–2001 Labour Tony Blair

2001– Labour Tony Blair



the support of smaller parties, such as the Liberals and Ulster Unionists, to
remain in power. Most of the MPs in the House of Commons belong to
either the Conservative or the Labour Party. This continues the traditional
two-party system in British politics, in which power alternates between two
major parties.

The Labour Party has historically been a left-of-centre party with its
own right and left wings. It emphasized social justice, equality of oppor-
tunity, economic planning and the state ownership of industries and
services. It was supported by the trade unions (who had been influential in
the party’s development), the working class and some of the middle class.
Its electoral strongholds are historically in Scotland, south Wales and the
Midland and northern English industrial cities.

But traditional class-based support has changed with more social and
job mobility. In the 1990s, the Labour Party tried to appeal to middle-class
voters in southern England and to take account of changing economic and
social conditions. Its leader (and current Prime Minister), Tony Blair,
modernized the party by moving to the centre, captured some voters from
the Conservatives and distanced himself from the trade unions and the
party’s doctrinaire past. As a result, the party had landslide victories in the
1997 and 2001 general elections.

The Conservative Party is a right-of-centre party, which also has
right- and left-wing sections. It regards itself as a national party and appeals
to people across class barriers. It emphasizes personal, social and economic
freedom, individual ownership of property and shares and law and order.
The Conservatives became more radical in their eighteen years of govern-
ment power (1979–97). But splits in the party on policy (particularly
Europe, the Euro and immigration) have deepened.

The party’s support comes mainly from business interests and the
middle and upper classes, but a sizeable number of skilled workers and
women vote Conservative. The party’s strongholds are in southern
England, with scattered support elsewhere in the country. However, at the
2001 general election, it gained no seats in Wales, only one in Scotland and
did not greatly increase its support in England. The party’s defeat led to
the resignation of its previous leader, William Hague, and the election of
Iain Duncan Smith. The party, which has been accused of a right-wing
move, needs to reorganize, strive for unity, cultivate an image which is more
attractive to voters and develop policies which are more in tune with the
changing face of British society.

The Liberal Democratics were formed in 1988 when the old Liberal
Party and the Social Democratic Party merged into one party. Under their
present leader, Charles Kennedy, they see themselves as an alternative polit-
ical force to the Conservative and Labour Parties, based on the centre-left
of British politics. Their strengths are in local government, constitutional
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reform and civil liberties, and opinion polls suggest that they are the most
effective opposition to the Labour government at present.

They are relatively strong in south-west England, Wales and Scotland
and increased their number of MPs at the 2001 general election to become
the biggest third party in Parliament since 1929. But they lack a clearly
defined identity. The Liberal Democrats have won some dramatic by-elec-
tions and have success in local government elections. But they have not
made a large breakthrough into the Commons or the EU Parliament.
Electoral reform to a form of PR might increase the number of their MPs.

Smaller parties are also represented in the House of Commons, such as
the Scottish National Party; Plaid Cymru (the Welsh National Party); the
Ulster Unionists and the Democratic Unionists (Protestant Northern Irish
parties); the Social Democratic and Labour Party (moderate Roman Catholic
Northern Irish Party); and Sinn Fein (Republican Northern Irish party).
Other small parties, such as the Greens and fringe groups, may also contest
a general election. A party which falls below a certain number of votes in the
election loses its deposit (the sum paid when parties register for elections).

Social class and class loyalty used to be important factors in British
voting behaviour. But these have now been replaced by property- and
share-owning, job status and other considerations. A more volatile polit-
ical situation exists as voters switch between Labour, Conservatives and
Liberal Democrats and employ ‘tactical voting’ in constituencies to prevent
specific party candidates from being elected. The changing character of the
electorate has moved political parties to the centre ground and forced them
to adopt policies which are more representative of people’s wishes and
needs.

The party which wins most seats in the House of Commons at a
general election usually forms the new government, even if it has not
obtained a majority of the popular vote (the votes actually cast at an elec-
tion). A party will have to gather more than 33 per cent of the popular
vote before winning a large number of seats, and 40 per cent in order to
expand that representation and form a government with an overall majority
(a majority over all the other parties counted together). This majority
enables it to carry out its election manifesto policies (the mandate theory).

Election success often depends on whether support is concentrated in
geographical areas, for a party gains seats by its local strength. Smaller
parties, which do not reach the percentages above and whose support is
scattered, do not gain many seats in the Commons. It is this system of
representation that PR supporters wish to change, in order to reflect the
popular vote and the appeal of minority parties.

The situation may be illustrated by the 2001 general election results
(see table 3.2). On a very low turnout of voters of 59 per cent (the lowest
since 1918) Labour became the government with 41 per cent of the popular
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vote, while the opposition parties together obtained 59 per cent. Labour
gained 413 seats with its share of the popular vote, the Conservatives
received 166 seats with 31.9 per cent, while the Liberal Democrats with
18.4 per cent received 52 seats. Labour had a large 167-seat overall
majority in the House of Commons. But only 25 per cent of the total elec-
torate voted for Labour

The main reasons for this result were the low turnout; the ‘first-past-
the-post’ system; the Liberal Democrats’ popular support being spread
widely (and thinly) over the country, resulting in them coming second in
many constituencies; the Labour and Conservative Parties traditionally
having specific geographical areas in which most of their votes are concen-
trated; the Conservatives being unable to improve their position from the
1997 election; and some ‘tactical voting’ to defeat Conservative candidates.

The result of a general election may be a ‘hung Parliament’, where
no one party has an overall majority. A minority or coalition government
would have to be formed, in which the largest party would be able to
govern only by relying on the support of smaller parties in the Commons.

The largest minority party becomes the Official Opposition with its
own leader and ‘shadow government’. It plays an important role in the
parliamentary system, which is based on adversarial politics and the two-
party tradition of government. Seating arrangements in the House of
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T A B L E  3 . 2 General election results, 2001

Party Popular Members 
vote (%) elected

Labour (including speaker) 41.0 413

Conservative 31.9 166

Liberal Democrat 18.4 52

Scottish National Party 1.8 5

Plaid Cymru 0.7 4

Ulster Unionists 6

Social Democratic and Labour 3

Sinn Fein 6.2 4

Democratic Unionists 5

Independent (Richard Taylor) 1

Total 100 659

Turnout of voters: 59%

Overall Labour majority: 167

Non-Labour vote: 59%

�



Commons reflect this system. Leaders of the government and opposition
parties sit on facing ‘front benches’, with their supporting MPs, or ‘back-
benchers’, sitting behind them. Some parties, such as the Liberal Demo-
crats, dislike this confrontational style and advocate more consensus
politics. Traditionally, the effectiveness of parliamentary democracy is
supposed to rest on the relationship between the government and opposi-
tion parties and the observance of procedural conventions.

The opposition parties may try to overthrow the government by
defeating it in a vote. But this is not usually successful if the government
has a majority and can count on the support of its MPs. The opposition
parties consequently attempt to influence the formation of national policies
by their criticism of pending legislation; by trying to obtain concessions 
on bills by proposing amendments to them; and by increasing support for
their policies outside the Commons. They take advantage of any publicity
and opportunity which might improve their chances at the next general
election.

Inside Parliament, party discipline rests with the Whips, who are
chosen from party MPs by the party leaders and who are under the direction
of a Chief Whip. Their duties include informing members of forthcoming
parliamentary business and maintaining the party’s voting strength in the
Commons by seeing that their members attend all important debates. MPs
receive notice from the Whips’ office of how important a particular vote is
and the information will be underlined up to three times. A ‘three-line whip’
signifies a crucial vote and failure to attend or comply with party instruc-
tions is regarded as a revolt against the party’s policy.

The Whips also convey backbench opinion to the party leadership.
This is important if rebellion and disquiet are to be avoided. Party disci-
pline is very strong in the Commons and less so in the Lords. A government
with a large majority (like Labour at present) should not become com-
placent, nor antagonize its backbenchers. If it does so, a successful rebellion
against the government or abstention from voting by its own side may
destroy the majority and the party’s policy.

Outside Parliament, control rests with the national and local party
organizations, which can be influential. They promote the party at every
opportunity, but especially at election time, when constituencies select the
party candidates and are in charge of electioneering on behalf of their party.

UK government

The UK government is elected by and serves the whole of Britain. It is
centred on Whitehall in London where its ministries and the Prime
Minister’s official residence (10 Downing Street) are located. It consists of
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some hundred ministers who can be chosen from both Houses of
Parliament and who are appointed by the monarch on the advice of the
Prime Minister. They belong to the majority party in the Commons, from
which they derive their authority and are collectively responsible for the
administration of national affairs.

The Prime Minister is appointed by the monarch and is usually the
leader of the majority party in the Commons. His or her power stems 
from majority support in Parliament; the authority to choose and dismiss
ministers; the leadership of the party in the country; and control over 
policy-making. The Prime Minister sits in the Commons, as do most min-
isters, where they may be questioned and held accountable for government
actions. The Prime Minister was historically the connection between the
monarch and Parliament. This convention continues in the weekly audience
with the monarch, at which the policies and business of the government 
are discussed.

The Prime Minister has great power within the British system of
government and it is suggested that the office has become like an all-
powerful executive presidency, which bypasses Parliament and government
departments. But there are checks on this power, inside and outside the
party and Parliament. However, there is a greater emphasis upon prime
ministerial government today, rather than the traditional constitutional
notions of Cabinet government.

The Cabinet is a small executive body in the government and usually
comprises twenty-one senior ministers, who are chosen and presided over
by the Prime Minister. Examples are the Chancellor of the Exchequer
(Finance Minister), the Foreign Secretary, the Home Secretary and the
Secretary of State for Education and Skills. The Cabinet originated in meet-
ings that the monarch had with ministers in a royal Cabinet. As the
monarch withdrew from active politics with the growth of party politics
and Parliament, this developed into a parliamentary body.

Constitutional theory has traditionally argued that government rule
is Cabinet rule because the Cabinet collectively initiates and decides govern-
ment policy at its weekly meetings in 10 Downing Street. But this notion
has weakened. Since the Prime Minister is responsible for Cabinet agendas
and controls Cabinet proceedings, the Cabinet can become a ‘rubber-stamp’
for policies which have already been decided by the Prime Minister or
smaller groups.

Much depends upon the personality of Prime Ministers and the 
way in which they avoid potential Cabinet friction. Some are strong and
like to take the lead. Others work within the Cabinet structure, allowing
ministers to exercise responsibility within their own ministerial fields. 
Much of our information about the operation of the Cabinet comes from
‘leaks’ or information divulged by Cabinet ministers. Although the Cabinet
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meets in private and its discussions are meant to be secret, the public is
usually and reliably informed of Cabinet deliberations and disputes by 
the media.

The mass and complexity of government business and ministers’
concern with their own departments suggest that full debate in Cabinet on
every issue is impossible. But it is felt that broad policies should be more
vigorously debated. The present system arguably concentrates too much
power in the hands of the Prime Minister; overloads ministers with work;
allows crucial decisions to be taken outside the Cabinet; and reduces the
notion of collective responsibility.

Collective responsibilty is that which all ministers, but mainly those
in the Cabinet, share for government actions and policy. All must support
a government decision in public, even though some may oppose it during
private deliberations. If a minister cannot do this, he or she may feel obliged
to resign.

A minister also has an individual responsibility for the work of his or
her government department. The minister is answerable for any mistakes,
wrongdoing or bad administration, whether personally responsible for
them or not. In such cases, the minister may resign, although this is not as
common today as in the past. This responsibility also enables Parliament
to maintain some control over executive actions because the minister is
answerable to Parliament.
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P L A T E  3 . 4 Prime Minister Tony Blair meets with his new cabinet for the first
time since the June 2001 General Election (© Popperfoto/Reuters)



Government departments (or ministries) are the chief instruments by
which the government implements its policy. A change of government does
not necessarily alter the number or functions of departments. Examples of
government departments are the Foreign Office, Ministry of Defence, Home
Office and the Treasury (headed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer).

UK government departments are staffed by the Civil Service, consist-
ing of career administrators (civil servants). They work in London and
throughout Britain in government activities and are responsible to the
minister of their department for the implementation of government poli-
cies. A change of minister or government does not require new civil
servants, since they are expected to be politically neutral and to serve the
government impartially. Restrictions on political activities and publication
are imposed upon them in order to ensure neutrality.

There are some five hundred thousand civil servants in Britain today.
Nearly half of these are women, but few of them achieve top ranks in the
service. Many aspects of departmental work have now been transferred 
to executive agencies in London and throughout the country, which have
administrative rather than policy-making roles, such as the Driver and
Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) in Cardiff and Social Security offices.

The heart of the Civil Service is the Cabinet Office, whose Secretary
is the head of the Civil Service. The latter is responsible for the whole Civil
Service, organizes Cabinet business and co-ordinates high-level policy. In
each ministry or department the senior official (Permanent Secretary) and
his or her assistants are responsible for assisting their minister in the imple-
mentation of government policy.

There have been accusations about the efficiency and effectiveness of
the Service, and civil servants do not have a good public image. There have
been attempts to make the system more cost-effective and to allow a wider
category of applicants than the traditional entry of Oxford and Cambridge
University graduates. Departments have been broken down into executive
agencies and posts may be advertised in order to attract older people from
industry, commerce and the professions.

It is alleged that the Civil Service imposes a certain mentality upon
its members, which affects implementation of government policies and
which ministers are unable to combat. There is supposed to be a Civil
Service way of doing things and a bias towards the status quo. But much
depends upon ministers and the way in which they manage departments.
There may be some areas of concern, of which the latest is the alleged politi-
cization of the Service by ministers and unelected advisers. But the
stereotyped image of civil servants is not reflected in the many who serve
their political masters and work with ministers for departmental interests.
The Civil Service is highly regarded in other countries for its efficiency and
impartiality.
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UK parliamentary control of government

Most British governments in the past governed pragmatically. The emphasis
was on whether policies worked and were generally acceptable. Govern-
ments were conscious of how far they could go before displeasing their
supporters and the electorate, to whom they were accountable at general
elections. The combination of the two-party system, Cabinet government
and party discipline in the Commons seemed to provide a balance between
efficient government and public accountability. But both Conservative and
Labour governments have become more intent on pushing their policies
through Parliament.

Constitutional theory suggested that Parliament should control the
executive government. But unless there is small-majority government, rebel-
lion by government MPs or public protest, a government with an overall
majority in the Commons (such as Labour since 1997) can carry its poli-
cies through Parliament, irrespective of Parliament’s attempts to restrain it.
Critics argue for stronger parliamentary control over the executive, which
has been described as an elective dictatorship. But there seems little chance
of this without, for example, moving to a PR electoral system, more
consensus politics, a strengthening of Parliament’s constraining role and
much more independent stances from MPs themselves.

Opposition parties can only oppose in the Commons and hope to
persuade the electorate to dismiss the government at the next election.
Formal devices such as votes of censure and no confidence are normally
inadequate when confronting a government with a large majority. Even
rebellious government MPs will usually support the party on such occa-
sions, out of a self-interested desire to preserve their jobs and a need to
prevent the collapse of the government.

Examinations of government programmes can be employed at Ques-
tion Time in the Commons (30 minutes on Wednesdays), when the Prime
Minister is subjected to oral questions from MPs. But the government can
prevaricate in its answers and, while reputations can be made and lost 
at Question Time, it is a rhetorical and political occasion rather than an
in-depth analysis of government policy. However, it does have a function
in holding the executive’s performance up to public scrutiny. The opposi-
tion parties can also choose their own topics for debate on a limited number
of days each session, which can be used to attack the government.

A 1967 attempt to restrain the executive was the creation of the
Parliamentary Commissioner for Administration (Ombudsman), who can
investigate alleged bad administration by ministers and civil servants. But
the office does not have strong watchdog powers and the public have no
direct access to it, although its existence does serve as a warning.
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In an attempt to improve the situation, standing committees of MPs
were established, which examine bills during procedural stages. Such com-
mittees have little influence on actual policy. But in 1979 a new select
committee system was created, which now has fourteen committees. They
comprise MPs from most parties, who monitor the administration and
policy of the main government departments and investigate proposed legis-
lation. MPs previously had problems in scrutinizing government activity
adequately, and party discipline made it difficult for them to act indepen-
dently of party policy.

It is often argued that the real work of the House and parliamentary
control of the executive is done in the select committees. Their members
are now proving to be more independent in questioning civil servants 
and ministers who are called to give evidence before them (but who may
refuse to attend). Select committees can be effective in examining proposed
legislation and expenditure, and their reports can be damaging to a govern-
ment’s reputation. Although opinions differ about their role, it does seem
that they have strengthened Parliament’s authority against government and
critics would like to see their power enhanced. Nevertheless, although
parliamentary scrutiny is important, a government is elected (or mandated)
to carry out its declared policies.

Attitudes to politics

Polls reveal that British politicians, political parties and Parliament do not
rate highly in people’s esteem. A National Opinion Poll (NOP) in 1997
found that politicians were the least admired group and a MORI poll in
June 2001 found that 75 per cent of respondents agreed with the proposi-
tion that politicians never answer the questions people put to them. They
are criticized and satirized in the media and allegations of sleaze, corrup-
tion and unethical behaviour in both Labour and Conservative Parties have
led to stricter controls on politicians and their outside interests. The Labour
government has faced accusations of ‘cronyism’ (favouring political sup-
porters for public and official positions) since 1997.

A MORI poll in May 1997 showed an increase in political apathy,
particularly among the young, and a distrust in politicians to rectify social
ills. This partly resulted in a 59 per cent turnout at the 2001 general elec-
tion, the lowest in any general election since 1918. A MORI poll in July
2001 found that 47 per cent of respondents were dissatisfied with the
Labour government’s performance (42 per cent satisfied).

But MORI opinion research in 2001 showed that in fact interest in
politics has remained stable in Britain for thirty years; civic duty and 
habit are key motivators to voting (less so for the young); and people have
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positive attitudes to voting. They would prefer it to be made more conve-
nient by phone or mobile phone, online and by post (the latter is now
available). The research also found that low turnout is not a result of
declining interest in politics or elections but rather a failure of campaigns
to connect with the electorate. This suggests that people want more accu-
rate information and a greater focus on the issues that directly concern
them.

People therefore appear to be more interested in the political process
and issues than is popularly assumed. But the Independent Television
Commission’s Election 2001 survey found that interest in television elec-
tion coverage fell to its lowest level; 70 per cent of viewers expressed little
or no interest; and 25 per cent ignored all campaign coverage. None of the
political parties, in spite of frequent drifts to the centre ground, individu-
ally encompasses all the basic views and sense of contemporary reality of
the people, who may vary between egalitarian economic views and author-
itarian social and moral positions. They desire economic freedom and
personal liberty but also want state interventionist policies in some social
areas, such as education, health and law and order.

Explain and examine the following terms:

Whigs executive ‘three-line whip’
constitution minister life peers
Cabinet manifesto Oliver Cromwell
Magna Carta conventions Question time
civil servant secret ballot backbenchers
Lords Spiritual Tories constitutional monarchy
the Speaker legislature ‘hung Parliament’
Whitehall sovereignty select committees
White Paper ‘cronyism’ sleaze

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Describe what is meant by the ‘two-party system’, and comment upon
its effectiveness.

2 Does Britain have an adequate parliamentary electoral system? If not,
why not?

3 Critically examine the role of the Prime Minister.
4 Discuss the position and powers of the monarch in the British constitution.
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BR I T A I N ’ S  H I S T O R I C A L  P O S I T I O N as a colonial, economic and polit-
ical power was in relative decline by the early decades of the twentieth

century. Some large colonies had already achieved self-governing status,
and the growth of nationalism in African and Asian nations later persuaded
Britain to decolonialize further. The effects of global economic competi-
tion, two World Wars, the emergence of Cold War politics (dominated by
the USA and the former Soviet Union) and domestic economic and social
problems forced Britain to recognize its reduced international status. It
sought with difficulty to find a new identity and to establish different prior-
ities, particularly in relation to Europe. Some of the previous overseas links
continue in altered form, while other relationships are new. But, in spite
of these fundamental changes, Britain still experiences uncertainties about
its potential influence and appropriate role on the world stage.

Foreign and defence policy

Britain’s international position today is that of a medium-sized country
which ranks economically behind Germany, the USA and Japan. Yet some
of its leaders still believe that it can have international influence and a
global role. For example, the Labour government had earlier developed a
foreign policy with an ‘ethical dimension’ which focused on human rights
and shifted away from aggressive unilateral action to persuasive partner-
ship. This could be applied to Britain’s dealings with other countries,
particularly in terms of arms sales and nationalist conflicts. But the policy
was heavily criticized and there has been a return to issues of national self-
interest in the context of international co-operation.

It is argued that Britain’s foreign policy and self-image do not reflect
the reality of its world position and conflict with domestic matters. Britain
has engaged in joint military actions (for example the Gulf, the Balkans
and Afghanistan). But, while it has gradually reduced its defence expendi-
ture and overseas commitments, some critics feel that the current costs in
these areas should be directed to domestic problems in Britain.

Nevertheless, Britain’s foreign and defence policies still reflect its
traditional position as a major trading nation, the world’s fourth largest
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economy and a global finance centre. It is therefore self-interestedly con-
cerned to maintain stable economic and political conditions through global
co-operation. Although its domestic manufacturing base has declined,
manufactures are 86 per cent of exported goods and it is the world’s fifth
largest exporter of products and services, amounting to 25 per cent of GDP
in 1999. It has substantial overseas investments (being the world’s second
biggest foreign investor in 1998) and imported 9 per cent of its food in
1999 and 3 per cent of its basic manufacturing requirements. Britain is
therefore dependent upon maintaining global commercial connections,
although it is increasingly committed to Europe, where EU countries are
Britain’s biggest export and import markets. Other European countries, the
USA and Japan are also leading export fields.

Britain’s foreign policy and membership of international organiza-
tions is based on the principle that overseas objectives can be best attained
by persuasion and co-operation with other nations on a regional or global
basis. The imperial days of unilateral action are now largely past, although
Britain did take such action in the 1982 Falklands War. But its foreign
policy can reflect particular biases, with support for one country
outweighing that for another. The USA has been Britain’s closest ally in
recent years; it is often considered, rightly or wrongly, that a ‘special rela-
tionship’ exists between the two; and a majority of Americans regard
Britain as a close ally of the USA. But this association varies according to
circumstances, although Britain is concerned to maintain the American
military presence in Europe and NATO. The USA sees Britain partly as a
bridge to Europe while Britain wants to maintain the Atlantic connection
in its own bargaining with EU countries.

However, a MORI poll in November 2001 showed that British people
feel the USA is now of relatively less importance to Britain than Europe is:
53 per cent of respondents thought that Britain’s closest relationship should
be with Europe (36 per cent for the USA). Britain’s membership of the EU
means that it is to some extent dependent upon EU foreign policy. But,
although the EU is moving to more unified policies, member states have
conflicting interests and Britain follows its own policy when necessary. EU
foreign policy is still very much in its infancy and many critics doubt its
potential validity.

Britain has diplomatic relations with over 160 nations and is a
member of some 120 international organizations, ranging from bodies for
economic co-operation to the United Nations (UN). Support for the UN
and the principles of its charter has been part of British foreign policy since
1945, although there has sometimes been a scepticism about its effective-
ness as a practical body.

But, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, Britain has
a vested interest in supporting the UN. It sees a strong UN as a necessary
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framework for achieving many of its own foreign policy objectives, such
as the peaceful resolution of conflict, arms control, disarmament, peace-
keeping operations and the protection of human rights. UN agencies also
provide important forums for discussing issues in which Britain is involved,
such as disaster relief, the use of the sea-bed, terrorism, the environment,
energy development and world resources. Yet Britain, like other nations, is
ready to ignore the UN when it sees its own vital interests challenged.

Britain’s major defence alliance is with the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO). This comprises Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Iceland,
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Portugal, Britain, the
USA, Greece, Turkey, Germany, Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic 
and France (the latter is outside NATO’s military wing). The original justi-
fication for NATO was that it provided its members with greater security
than any could achieve individually and was a deterrent against aggression
by the now-defunct Warsaw Pact countries.

All the major British political parties are in favour of retaining the
NATO link and, according to opinion polls, the public would not support
any party which tried to take Britain out of the alliance. Membership of
NATO also allows Britain to operate militarily on the international stage.
Its defence policy is based on NATO strategies and it assigns most of its
armed forces and defence budget to the organization.

Despite changes in Eastern Europe since 1989 and moves to transform
NATO into a more flexible military association, the British government 
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has taken such developments cautiously and is concerned to maintain its
own military defence with both conventional and nuclear forces. It fears
global instability and the risk to its own security if it were to reduce its 
and NATO’s armed defences substantially. It also supports in principle 
the USA’s missile shield defence programme and will probably contribute
early-warning facilities in Britain.

However, in 1998 Britain argued that the EU must have a credible
military and security capability to support its political role. The EU is now
working towards the creation of its own ‘rapid deployment force’. The
problem is whether this should be seen as an independent force outside
NATO or whether it should operate within NATO frameworks. It would
respond to international crises, but without prejudice to NATO (which
would continue to be the foundation of collective security). Some critics
argue that this development will weaken the NATO structure and could
lead to American withdrawal from Europe.

The British government has progressively cut its defence expenditure
(6 per cent of government spending in 2000–01) by reducing the number
of armed forces personnel, ships, aircraft and equipment. It aims to depend
on leaner, more flexible forces, although there have been strenuous objec-
tions to these policies from the military. The primary objectives of defence
policy are to ensure the country’s security and the NATO commitment and
to allow British forces to engage in high-intensity war as well as in peace-
keeping roles. However, defence spending is still higher than in other
European countries and it is asked whether the money could be better spent
in other areas of national life. On the other hand, the armed forces are
understaffed for their global commitments and military equipment is often
out-of-date and in short supply.

Nuclear weapons, which account for a large part of the defence
budget, continue to be fiercely debated. Britain’s independent nuclear deter-
rent consists mainly of long-range American-built Trident missiles carried
by a fleet of four submarines (although only one is on patrol at any given
time). Governments have committed themselves to upgrading nuclear
weapons while critics want cheaper alternatives, or the cancellation of the
nuclear system. But it seems that the British nuclear stategy will continue.
All the major political parties are multilateralist (keeping nuclear weapons
until they can be abolished on a global basis).

Britain can operate militarily outside the NATO and European area,
although this capacity is becoming increasingly expensive and limited.
Military garrisons are stationed in Brunei, Cyprus, the Far and Middle East,
the Falkland Islands and Gibraltar. The 1982 Falklands War, the 1991 Gulf
War and Afghanistan in 2001 showed that Britain was able to respond to
challenges outside the NATO area, although the operations did draw atten-
tion to defects and problems in such commitments.
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The total strength of the professional armed forces, which are now
all volunteer following the abolition of conscription in 1960, was 207,600
in 2000. This was made up of 42,800 in the Royal Navy and Royal
Marines, 110,100 in the Army and 54,700 in the Royal Air Force. Women
personnel in the Army, Navy and Air Force are integral parts of the armed
services. They were previously confined to support roles, but may now be
employed in some front-line military activities. Reserve and volunteer
forces, such as the Territorial Army (TA), support the regular forces, rein-
force NATO ground troops and help to maintain security in Britain.

Empire and Commonwealth

The British Empire was built up over eight centuries. It began with the
attempted internal domination of the British-Irish Isles by the English,
together with military conquests in Europe. These were followed by trading
activities and colonization in North and South America. Parts of Africa,
Asia and the West Indies were also exploited commercially over time and
many became colonies. Emigrants from Britain settled in countries such as
Australia, Canada, South Africa and New Zealand. By the nineteenth
century, British imperial rule and possessions embraced a quarter of the
world’s population.

The Empire developed into the British Empire and Commonwealth in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when Canada, Australia,
New Zealand and South Africa became self-governing dominions and
achieved independence. Many of their people were descendants of those
settlers who had emigrated from Britain in earlier centuries. They regarded
Britain as the ‘mother country’ and preserved a shared kinship. But this
relationship has changed as national identities in these countries have
become more firmly established.

In the mid twentieth century, the British Empire and Commonwealth
became the British Commonwealth as British governments granted inde-
pendence to other colonies. India and Pakistan became independent in
1947, followed by African territories in the 1950s and 1960s and later
many islands of the West Indies. The British Commonwealth then devel-
oped into the Commonwealth of Nations, as most of the remaining colonies
became independent. They could choose whether they wanted to break all
connections with the colonial past or remain within the Commonwealth as
independent nations. Most of them decided to stay in the Commonwealth.
Only a few small British colonies, dependencies and protectorates now
remain and are scattered widely, such as the Falklands and Gibraltar.

The present Commonwealth is a voluntary association of some fifty-
four independent states (including Britain). It does not have written laws,

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

98 International relat ions



1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

International relat ions 99

P L A T E  4 . 2 Prince Charles on walkabout in Saskatchewan, Canada, in April
2001 (© Popperfoto/Reuters)



an elected Parliament, or one political ruler. There is evidence of colonial
rule in many of the countries, such as educational and legal systems. But
few have kept the British form of parliamentary government. Some have
adapted it to their own needs, while others are one-party states or have
constitutions based on a wide variety of models, with varying records on
civil and democratic rights.

The Commonwealth has nearly a third of the world’s population and
comprises peoples of different religions, races and nationalities, who share
a history of struggles for independence from colonialism. The Common-
wealth is sometimes described as a family of nations. But there are
occasional wars, tensions and quarrels between these family members.

The British monarch is its non-political head and has varying con-
stitutional roles in the different countries. The monarch is a focal point 
of identification and has an important unifying and symbolic function,
which has often kept the Commonwealth together in times of crisis and
conflict.

The Prime Ministers, or heads of state, in Commonwealth countries
meet every two years under the auspices of the monarch for Common-
wealth Conferences in different parts of the world. Common problems are
discussed and sometimes settled, although there seem to have been more
arguments than agreements in recent years, with Britain having a minority
position on some issues (such as opposing trade sanctions against the
former apartheid regime in South Africa).

There is a Commonwealth Secretariat in London which co-ordinates
policy for the Commonwealth, in addition to many Commonwealth soci-
eties, institutes, libraries, professional associations and university exchange
programmes. Commonwealth citizens still travel to Britain as immigrants,
students and visitors, while British emigration to Commonwealth countries
continues in reduced numbers. English in its many varieties remains the
common language of the Commonwealth, and the Commonwealth Games
are held every four years. There are many joint British/Commonwealth pro-
grammes on both official and voluntary levels in agriculture, engineering,
health and education, in which some vestiges of the old relationship
between Britain and the Commonwealth are still apparent.

But British attempts to enter Europe since the 1960s have reduced the
importance to Britain of the organization. There is no longer the traditional
sense of Commonwealth solidarity and purpose, and Britain has little in
common with some Commonwealth nations. It is argued that, unless
member countries feel there are valid reasons for continuing an association
which represents historical accident rather than common purpose, the long-
term future of the Commonwealth must be in doubt. Opinion polls reveal
that Europe is now more important for British people than the Common-
wealth is.
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Britain had preferential trading arrangements with the Common-
wealth before it joined the European Union in 1973 and the Commonwealth
question formed part of the debate on membership. EU entry was seen 
as ending the relationship between Britain and the Commonwealth. But
economic co-operation and trading between the two has continued, and
Britain contributes a considerable amount of its overseas aid to developing
countries in the Commonwealth. However, Britain has a declining share of
this market and its economic priorities are now more with the European
Union and other world partners.

Nevertheless, the Labour government feels that the Commonwealth
is a success and is committed to raising its profile. Indeed, a number of
countries wish to join the organization, not all of which have been previous
British colonies. But it is argued that the value of the Commonwealth in
the contemporary world must be based on a concrete and realistic role
which is distinctive from other global organizations. It should function 
as a worldwide political forum which emphasizes accountable govern-
ment, democratic concerns, anti-corruption reform and civil and human
rights.

The European Union (EU)

The ideal of a united Europe, strong in economic and political institutions,
became increasingly attractive to European statesmen after the Second
World War (1939–45). There was a desire to create a peaceful and pros-
perous Europe after the destruction of two World Wars and after centuries
of antagonism and mutual distrust between the European powers.

The foundations for a more integrated Europe were established in
1957 when six countries (West Germany, France, Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Luxembourg and Italy) signed the Treaty of Rome and formed the
European Economic Community (EEC). Britain did not join, but instead
helped to create the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in 1959.
Britain distanced itself from closer European connections in the 1950s and
saw its future in the trading patterns of the Commonwealth and an assumed
‘special relationship’ with the USA. It regarded itself as a commercial power
and did not wish to be restricted by European relationships. An ancient
suspicion of Europe also caused many British people to shrink from
membership of a European organization, which they thought might result
in the loss of their identity and independence.

However, a European commitment grew among sections of British
society in the 1960s. But attempts by Britain to join the EEC were vetoed
by the French President, Charles de Gaulle. He was critical of Britain’s rela-
tionship with the USA (particularly on nuclear weapons policies), queried
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the extent of British commitment to Europe and arguably did not want
Britain as a potential rival to the leadership of the EEC.

De Gaulle resigned from the French presidency in 1969, and new
British negotiations on membership began in 1970 under the pro-European
Conservative Prime Minister, Edward Heath. In 1972, Parliament voted in
favour of entry, despite widespread doubts and the strong opposition of a
politically diverse group of interests among the British people. Britain,
together with Denmark and the Irish Republic, formally joined the EEC on
1 January 1973, having left EFTA in 1972.

But a new Labour government (1974) under Harold Wilson was
committed to giving the British people a referendum on continued member-
ship. After further renegotiations of the terms of entry, the referendum was
held in 1975, the first in British political history. The pro-marketeers won
by a margin of 2 to 1 (67.2 per cent in favour, 32.8 per cent against).

The EEC was based initially on economic concerns and instituted
harmonization programmes, such as common agricultural and fisheries poli-
cies, abolition of trade tariffs between member states and development aid
to depressed areas within its borders. Britain’s poorer regions have benefited
considerably from regional funds. In 1986 the member-states formed an
internal or Single European Market, in which goods, services, people and
capital could move freely across national frontiers within what was then
called the European Community. Today, 59 per cent of British exports go to
the EU and Britain receives 54 per cent of its imports from EU countries.

Some politicians had always hoped that increased economic integra-
tion would lead to political initiatives and a more integrated Europe. The
Maastrict Treaty (1992) was a step in this process as a result of which the
European Community became the European Union (EU). The Treaty
provided for the introduction of a common European currency (the Euro),
a European Bank and common defence, foreign and social policies. Further
treaties have also increased the integration momentum.

There are now fifteen EU members with a total population of 360
million people (Britain, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Spain, Belgium,
Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, France, Italy, Portugal, Sweden,
Finland and Austria). Since 1994, most of the EU single market measures
have also been extended to Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein through the
creation of the European Economic Area (EEA). The actual and potential
growth of the EU (to include Eastern European nations) has been seen as
providing an important political voice in world affairs and a powerful
trading area in global economic matters. Today, EEA member-states
account for 40 per cent of world trade.

The institutions involved in the running of the EU are the European
Council, Council of Ministers, European Commission, European Parlia-
ment and European Court of Justice.
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The European Council consists of government leaders who meet
several times a year to discuss and agree on broad areas of policy. The
Council of Ministers is the principal policy-implementing body and is
normally composed of Foreign Ministers from the member-states.

The Commission (under an appointed President) is the central admin-
istrative force of the EU, proposing programmes and policy to the Council
of Ministers. It comprises commissioners (with two from Britain) chosen
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from member-states to hold certain portfolios, such as agriculture or
competition policy, for a renewable five-year period. Their interests then
become those of the EU and not of their national governments. It is argued
that the unelected Commission has too much power and should be more
democratically accountable.

The European Parliament (in which Britain has 87 seats – see table
4.1) is directly elected for a five-year term on a party-political basis from
the EU-wide electorate. It advises the Council of Ministers on Commission
proposals, determines the EU budget and exerts some control over the
Council and the Commission. It is argued that the Parliament, as the only
elected body in the EU, should have more power, and its veto over EU
policy has now been extended. In the 1999 British EU Parliament elections
(held under a partial PR arrangement with party lists) the Labour Party did
badly compared with the Conservatives. The Liberal Democrats increased
their seats and the UK Independence Party (which wants British withdrawal
from the EU) did relatively well.

The Court of Justice comprises judges from the member-states. It
settles disputes concerning EU law and is a very influential factor because
it also determines the application of EU law in the domestic systems of the
member-states.

British membership of the EU is difficult. It has complained about its
contribution to the EU budget (which was eventually reduced); objected to
the agricultural and fisheries policies; and opposed movements towards

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

104 International relat ions

P L A T E  4 . 3 The European Parliament in Brussels (© Popperfoto/Reuters)



greater political and economic integration. Critics argue that Britain’s
sovereignty and independence are threatened by EU developments. Some
British politicians want economic and political integration on federal lines,
while others see the EU as a free-trade area in which national legal rights
and interests are firmly retained. But all the major political parties are pro-
European in the sense of wanting to be in Europe, although there are
opposition groups (Eurosceptics) in the Labour and (particularly the)
Conservative parties. The country is now so closely tied to Europe in
economic and institutional ways that withdrawal would be difficult in prac-
tical terms, although it is possible constitutionally.

There are divided views about the pace and direction of future devel-
opments. The Labour government wants a Europe of nation states (as now)
in which Britain can play a central role and is against the concept of a
‘superstate’. It favours the Council of Ministers as the key decision-making
body and is against enhancing the powers of the European Parliament, an
elected president or a written constitution for the EU. But it supports
enlargement, a second chamber of representatives from national parlia-
ments and favours moves towards common European defence. However,
it did not take Britain into the first wave of the common currency (the euro)
in 1999. Its policy is wait and prepare, waiting until Britain’s economy is
in line with other members, seeing how the currency develops and putting
the issue to a referendum (possibly in the current Parliament). Successive
polls in 2000 and 2001 suggested that 70 per cent of Britons were against
joining a common currency. But it seems that some may be persuadable on
economic grounds.

British support for the EU peaked in the 1980s but has since eroded.
A MORI poll in 2001 found that 52 per cent of respondents wished to
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T A B L E  4 . 1 European Union Parliament
election results, 1999 (Britain)

Party Seats

Conservative 36

Labour 29

Liberal Democrats 10

UK Independence Party 3

Northern Irish parties 3

Scottish National Party 2

Plaid Cymru 2

Greens 2



leave the EU immediately; 71 per cent wanted a referendum on Britain’s
continued membership; and 75 per cent believed that Britons had not been
given enough information about the arguments for and against member-
ship. An NOP poll in 2001 showed that 61 per cent of respondents felt
that holding a referendum on EU membership is as important as holding
a general election. But a 2001 MORI poll found that barely 28 per cent of
British respondents felt that EU membership was a good thing.

Public support for the EU tends therefore to be lukewarm and indif-
ferent. The turn out for British EU Parliament elections is the lowest in
Europe and there is ignorance about the EU, its benefits and its institutions.
But polls show that ‘Europe’ is considered to be relatively more important
to Britain than the USA and the Commonwealth are. Europeanism (rather
than an EU institutional entity) seems to be more easily and naturally
accepted by younger people.

Irish Republic and Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland (also known as ‘the six counties’, or Ulster after the
ancient kingdom in the north-east of the island) is constitutionally a part
of the United Kingdom. But its (and British) history is inseparable from
that of the Republic of Ireland (Ireland or Eire). Historically, mainland
Britain has been unable to accommodate itself successfully to its next-door
neighbours. During the twentieth century, as Britain has detached itself
from empire and entered the European Union, its relationship with
Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic was problematic. But the latter is
now more closely involved politically with the UK as a result of the 1998
Good Friday Agreement on Northern Ireland and later legislation.

A basic knowledge of the island’s long and troubled history is essen-
tial in order to understand the current role of the Irish Republic and the
actual situation in Northern Ireland itself, for any solution to the problems
there cannot be simplistic. Ireland was first controlled by England in the
twelfth century. Since then there have been continuous rebellions by the
native Irish against English colonial, political and military rule.

The situation worsened in the sixteenth century, when Catholic
Ireland refused to accept the Protestant Reformation, despite much reli-
gious persecution. The two seeds of future hatred, colonialism and religion,
were thus early sown in Irish history. A hundred years later, Oliver
Cromwell crushed rebellions in Ireland and continued the earlier ‘planta-
tion policy’, by which English and Scottish settlers were given land and
rights over the native Irish. These colonists also served as a police force to
put down any Irish revolts. The descendants of the Protestant settlers
became a powerful political minority in Ireland as a whole and a majority
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in Ulster. In 1690, the Protestant William III (William of Orange) crushed
Catholic uprisings at the Battle of the Boyne and secured Protestant domi-
nance in Northern Ireland.

Ireland was then mainly an agricultural country, dependent upon its
farming produce. But crop failures were frequent, and famine in the middle
of the nineteenth century caused death and emigration, with the result that
the population was reduced by a half by 1901. The people who remained
demanded more autonomy over their own affairs. Irish MPs in the
Westminster Parliament called persistently for ‘home rule’ for Ireland
(control of internal matters by the Irish through an assembly in Dublin).
The home rule question dominated late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century British politics. It led to periodic outbreaks of violence as the
Northern Irish Protestant majority feared that an independent and united
Ireland would be dominated by the Catholics.

Eventually in 1921–22 Ireland was divided (or partitioned) into two
parts as a result of uprisings, violence and eventual political agreement.
This attempted solution of the historical problems has been at the root of
troubles ever since. The twenty-six counties of southern Ireland became the
Irish Free State and a dominion in the Commonwealth. This later devel-
oped into the Republic of Ireland (Eire), remained neutral in the Second
World War and left the Commonwealth in 1949. The six counties in the
north became known as Northern Ireland and remained constitutionally
part of the United Kingdom. Until 1972, they had a Protestant-dominated
Parliament (at Stormont outside Belfast), which was responsible for govern-
ing the province.

After the Second World War, Northern Ireland developed agricultur-
ally and industrially. Urban centres expanded and more specifically
Catholic districts developed in the towns. But the Protestants, through their
ruling party (the Ulster Unionists) in Parliament, maintained an exclusive
hold on all areas of life in the province, including employment, the police
force, local councils and public services. The minority Catholics suffered
systematic discrimination in these areas.

Conflicts arose again in Northern Ireland in 1968–69. Marches were
held to demonstrate for civil liberties and were initially non-sectarian. But
the situation deteriorated, fighting erupted between Protestants and
Catholics and violence escalated. The Northern Ireland government asked
for the British army to be sent in to restore order. The army was initially
welcomed, but was soon attacked by both sides. Relations between
Catholics and Protestants worsened and political attitudes became polar-
ized. Violence continued after 1968 with outrages from both sides of the
sectarian divide.

On one side of this divide is the Provisional wing of the Irish
Republican Army (IRA), which is supported by some republicans and
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Catholics. The IRA is illegal in both Eire and Northern Ireland and is com-
mitted to the unification of Ireland, as is its legal political wing, Provisional
Sinn Fein. The IRA wants to remove the British political and military
presence from Northern Ireland. Prior to the Peace Agreement in 1998, they
had engaged in a campaign of bombings, shootings and murders.

Protestant paramilitary groups and Unionist Parties, such as the
Democratic Unionists under the leadership of Ian Paisley, are equally
committed to their own views. They are loyal to the British Crown and
insist that they remain part of the United Kingdom. Protestant paramili-
taries, partly in retaliation for IRA activities and partly to emphasize their
demands, have also carried out sectarian murders and terrorist acts. British
troops and the Northern Ireland Police Service are supposed to control the
two populations and to curb terrorism. But they are also targets for bullets
and bombs and have been accused of perpetrating atrocities themselves.

From 1972, responsibility for Northern Ireland rested with the British
government in London (direct rule) after the Northern Ireland Parlia-
ment was dissolved. There have been various assemblies and executives 
in Northern Ireland, which were attempts to give the Catholic minority
political representation in co-operation with the Protestant majority (power-
sharing). But these efforts failed, largely because of Protestant intransigence,
although most injustices to Catholic civil liberties were removed.

The level of violence in the province fluctuated from 1968. But emer-
gency legislation and the reduction of legal rights for suspected terrorists
continued. Moderates of all political persuasions, who were squeezed out
as political polarization grew, were appalled by the outrages and the histor-
ical injustices. Outsiders often felt that a rational solution should be
possible. But this was to underestimate the deep emotions on both sides,
the historical dimension and the extremist elements. There was also little
agreement over the cause of the problems, with views including ethnic,
national, religious, political and economic reasons.

British governments have often launched initiatives to persuade
Northern Irish political parties to discuss the realistic possibilities of power-
sharing in Northern Ireland. They have also tried to involve the Irish
government, and the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985 was a joint attempt
to resolve the situation. It aimed to solve difficulties (such as border security
and extradition arrangements) in order to achieve a devolved power-
sharing government for Northern Ireland. The Republic of Ireland had to
make some concessions as the price for the agreement, but was given a
significant role to play in the resolution of the Northern Irish situation.
However, the Republic’s co-operation with Britain was seen by Northern
Irish Protestants as a step to reunification of the island and they opposed
the agreement. The Republic now sees unification as a long-term aim and
the British government insists that no change in Northern Ireland will take
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place unless a majority of the inhabitants there agree (consent). In this
connection, the population of Northern Ireland consists of a majority of
those who would consider themselves to be Protestants (61.5 per cent in
2001) and a growing minority of Catholics (38.5 per cent).

The Downing Street Declaration of 1993 by the Irish and British
governments was a further attempt to halt the violence and bring all parties
to the conference table to discuss the future of the whole country. It largely
restated existing positions. But, building on a Protestant paramilitary cease-
fire, the Labour government in 1997 set out conditions and a schedule for
peace talks between all the political parties. An IRA ceasefire was called
which allowed Sinn Fein into the peace process beginning in September
1997.

Multi-party talks held in Belfast in April 1998 concluded with the
‘Good Friday Agreement’. Legislation was passed in Dublin and London
for referendums on the Agreement and provided for elections to a new
Northern Ireland Assembly. In May 1998 referendums on the Agreement
were held. Northern Ireland voted 71.1 per cent in favour and 28.8 per
cent against, while in the Irish Republic the result was 94.3 per cent and
5.6 per cent respectively.

A new Northern Ireland Assembly of 108 members was elected by
proportional representation (single transferable vote) in June 1998. A
Northern Ireland Act sets out the principle of consent to any change in
constitutional status in Northern Ireland, provides for its administration
and contains arrangements for human rights and equality.

In December 1999, some political power was devolved by the West-
minster Parliament to the Northern Ireland Assembly and its Executive. 
It has legislative and executive authority to make laws and take decisions
in Northern Ireland, except for reserved UK powers over policing, security
matters, prisons and criminal justice.

A North/South Ministerial Council, North/South Implementation
Bodies, a British-Irish Council and a British/Irish Intergovernmental
Conference were also established. These organizations bring together signif-
icant UK and Irish elements in the context of both islands.

It is argued that the British-Irish Council is a very positive step and
a political expression of the mixed ethnic and cultural history of the British-
Irish Isles. The Council comprises the UK and Irish governments, the
Northern Ireland Assembly, the Welsh Assembly, the Scottish Parliament,
the Isle of Man, the Channel Islands and provision for the English regions.
It could promote participation in one democratic, representative British-
Irish body for the first time.

However, in February 2000, following a report from the Independent
International Commission on Decommissioning, the Assembly was sus-
pended owing to a lack of progress on the decommissioning of illegally
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held weapons, mainly by the IRA. Direct rule from London was reimposed.
Although a settlement was eventually reached and devolved powers were
restored to the Assembly in May 2000, there were further suspensions in
2001 because no progress had been made on decommissioning. The Peace
Agreement was in danger of collapse. But a partial IRA decommissioning
in 2001 allowed the Assembly to continue.

Profound difficulties remain in the path of progress. The Protestant
Unionists want to remain part of the United Kingdom, oppose union with
the Republic of Ireland, insist upon the decommisioning of all IRA weapons
and argue that any future solution for Northern Ireland must lie in consent
by a majority of the people living there. Sinn Fein and the IRA are
committed to a united Ireland and argue that a majority of all people
(Northern Ireland and the Republic) must consent to any eventual proposed
solution. In addition, dissident groups from the Republican and Unionist
paramilitaries protest against the Good Friday Agreement and continue
violent acts in both Ireland and mainland Britain. The 2001 general elec-
tion resulted in increased representation in the UK Parliament for Sinn Fein
and the anti-peace agreement Democratic Unionist Party, with reduced
support for the Ulster Unionists and the moderate SDLP. This could indi-
cate more extreme and hardline positions being taken in Northern Ireland,
and the original euphoria over the Peace Agreement has been reduced.

Opinion polls in recent years indicate a weariness by a majority of
the mainland British population with both sides in Northern Ireland. They
are in favour of Irish unification and do not accept the Labour govern-
ment’s strategy of British withdrawal only with the consent of the majority
in Northern Ireland. A MORI poll in August 2001 of people in mainland
Britain found that 26 per cent of respondents believed that Northern
Ireland should remain in the UK and 41 per cent believed that the province
should join the Irish Republic.

Explain and examine the following terms:

Commonwealth Falklands Treaty of Rome
decolonialization Boyne NATO
direct rule Stormont referendum
power-sharing Trident ‘special relationship’
Sinn Fein Maastricht European Commission
EFTA IRA pro-marketeer
euro Unionists EEA
‘consent’ decommissioning British-Irish Council
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Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Should Northern Ireland be reunited with the Irish Republic? Give your
reasons.

2 Does the Commonwealth still have a role to play today?
3 Discuss possible future developments in the European Union.
4 Does Britain still have a world role?

Chapters in Black, J. (2000) Modern British History from 1900 London: Macmillan

Dixon, P. (2001) Northern Ireland: The Politics of War and Peace London: Palgrave/
Macmillan

Warner, G. (1994) British Foreign Policy since 1945 Oxford: Blackwell

Young, J.W. (2000) Britain and European Unity 1945–1999 London: Macmillan

Foreign and Commonwealth Office: www.fco.gov.uk

Department for International Development: www.dfid.gov.uk

The Commonwealth: www.thecommonwealth.org

Ministry of Defence: www.mod.uk

NATO: www.nato.int

European Union: http://europa.eu.int/
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LA W  A N D  O R D E R and the workings of the legal system are of concern
to British people. They regularly appear near the top of public opinion

polls about the state of the country.
Britain does not have a common legal system. Instead, there are three

separate elements – those of England and Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland. They often differ from each other in their procedures and court
names. Some laws are only applicable to one of the nations. But, despite
devolution, much Westminster legislation still applies to all of Britain.

In order to simplify matters, this chapter concentrates on the largest
element – that of England and Wales – with comparative references to
Scotland and Northern Ireland. The Northern Irish legal system is similar
to that of England and Wales. But Scotland has historically maintained its
independent legal apparatus despite being part of the UK.

British court cases are divided into civil and criminal law. Civil law
involves private rights and settles disputes between individuals or organi-
zations. It deals with claims for compensation (financial or otherwise) by
a person (plaintiff) who has suffered loss or damage (such as a breach of
contract or a negligent act) at the hands of another (defendant). Civil cases
may be decided by settlement before trial or by a judge (and sometimes a
jury) after trial.

Criminal law protects society by punishing those (the accused or
defendants) who commit crimes against the state, such as theft or murder.
The state usually prosecutes an individual or group at a trial in order to
establish guilt. The result may be a fine or imprisonment. Such punishment
is supposed to act as a deterrent to potential offenders, as well as stating
society’s attitudes on a range of matters.

Legal history

The legal system is among the oldest and most traditional of British insti-
tutions. Its authority and influence are due to its independence from the
executive and legislative branches of government. It is supposed to serve
citizens; control unlawful activities against them and the state; protect civil
liberties; and support legitimate government.
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But it has historically been accused of harshness; of supporting vested
and political interests; favouring property rather than human rights; main-
taining the isolation and mystique of the law; encouraging the delay and
expense of legal actions; and showing a bias against the poor and dis-
advantaged. It has been criticized for its resistance to reform and the main-
tenance of professional privileges which can conflict with the public interest.

It is felt that the law today has still not adapted to changing condi-
tions, nor understood the needs of contemporary society. Recent
miscarriages of justice have embarrassed the police, government and judi-
ciary and increased public concern about the quality of criminal justice.
Similar misgivings are also felt about the expense and operation of the 
civil law.

But the legal system has changed over the centuries in response to
changing structures and social philosophies. Today, consumer demands,
professional pressures and government reforms are forcing it to develop,
sometimes rapidly and sometimes slowly. Most people in the past were
unaffected by the law. But it now involves citizens more directly and to a
greater extent than before. Increased demands are made upon it by indi-
viduals, the state and corporate bodies. Concern about crime has
emphasized the control role of the criminal law, while increased divorce,
family break-down and a more litigious society have led to a heavier work-
load for the civil law.

To some extent, the differences in the various elements of the legal
system are due to the events of history and the political development of the
British state. English (and gradually British) legal history has been condi-
tioned by two basic concerns: first that the law should be administered by
the state in national courts and second that judges should be independent
of royal and political control.

State centralization of the law in England meant that the same laws
should be applicable to the whole country. But the early courts were centred
mainly in London, where they dealt with canon (or church), criminal, civil
and commercial law. There was an increasing need for courts in local areas
outside London to apply the national law. By the end of the twelfth century,
London judges travelled throughout England and decided cases locally. In
1327, Edward III appointed magistrates (Justices of the Peace) in each
county who could hold alleged criminals in gaol until their later trial by a
London judge. The powers of the magistrates were gradually extended and
they ran a system of local criminal courts with the London judges. But there
was no adequate provision for local civil courts. These were not established
until 1846, and an integrated apparatus of local civil and criminal law was
only gradually established at a later stage.

Over the centuries, a growing population, an expanding volume of
legal work and increased social and economic complexity necessitated more
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courts and specialization. But the number of local and London courts in
this haphazard historical development resulted in an overlapping of func-
tions in England and Wales and diverse procedures, which hindered
implementation of the law. The two periods of major reform to correct this
situation were in 1873–75, when there was a complete court revision, and
in 1970–71, when further changes produced the present court system in
England and Wales. Similar developments occurred also in Scotland and
Ireland.

The second concern was that the judiciary should be independent of
the executive and legislative branches of government. Monarchs were
responsible for the law in earlier centuries and later interfered in the legal
process and dismissed unsympathetic judges. Judicial independence was
achieved in 1701, when the Act of Settlement made judges virtually irre-
movable from office. This principle has now been relaxed for junior judges,
who may be dismissed, and all judges convicted of criminal offences are
expected to resign.

Sources of British law

The three main sources of English/Welsh law are the common law, statute
law and European Union law. The oldest is the common law, based on the
customs of early settlers and invaders. After the Norman Conquest, it
became a body of rules and principles which was decided and written down
by judges in court cases. These judgements were the law of the land. The
same rules still guide judges in their interpretation of statutes and in the
expansion of the common law.

Common law decisions form precedents from which judges can find
the principles of law to be applied to new cases. Normally today, the
creation of new precedents in England and Wales lies with the House of
Lords, as the supreme court of appeal. Its rulings state the current law to
be applied by all courts. The tradition of following precedent maintains
consistency and continuity. But it can create conservative law and fail to
take account of changing social conditions.

Statute law was originally made by the monarch. But the Westminster
Parliament gradually became the legislating authority because of its
growing power against the monarch. Statutes (Acts of Parliament which
create new law) multiplied in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
because rules were needed for a changing society. Much British law today
is in statute form and shows the influence of the state in citizens’ lives. Acts
of the Westminster Parliament are applicable to England, Wales and often
the UK as a whole and are supreme over most other forms of law (except
for some EU law).
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European Union law became part of English (British) law following
Britain’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1973. EU law
takes precedence over British domestic law in certain areas and judges must
apply EU law when there is a conflict with Acts of Parliament. EU law 
and British domestic law now coexist and Britain plays its part in creating
EU law.

Scottish law derives from legal principles and rules modelled on both
Roman and English law. The sources of Scots law are judge-made law,
authoritative legal treatises, EU law and legislation. The first two are the
common law of Scotland and are similar to the English common law.
Legislation consists of relevant Westminster Acts of Parliament and Scottish
Parliament Acts on devolved matters in Scotland.

Northern Ireland has a similar common law tradition to England and
Wales. In addition to UK statutes affecting Northern Ireland, the Northern
Ireland Assembly from 2000 has legislative and executive authority for all
devolved matters and can thus make laws in Northern Ireland.
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F I G U R E  5 . 1 Civil and criminal courts in England and Wales



The court system in England and Wales

The principal court system is divided into criminal and civil courts at
various levels (see figure 5.1), although the Labour government intends to
reform this structure.

Criminal courts

There are two levels of criminal courts. The lower and busiest is the magis-
trates’ court, which deals with summary (less serious) cases and handles
over 95 per cent of all criminal matters. The more serious (indictable) 
criminal offences, such as murder, are tried by the higher court, the crown
court.

Magistrates’ courts serve urban and rural local areas in England and
Wales. Two types of magistrates sit in the courts: Justices of the Peace (JPs)
and stipendiary magistrates.

Most magistrates’ courts are presided over by thirty thousand lay
magistrates (JPs). They are part-time judicial officials chosen from the
general public; hear cases without a jury; receive no salary for their services
(only expenses); and have some legal training before they sit in court.
Magistrates may be motivated by the desire to perform a public service or
the supposed prestige of the position. They sit daily in big cities and less
frequently in rural areas. They date from 1327 and illustrate a legal system
in which the ordinary person is judged by other citizens, rather than by
professionals.

Magistrates are appointed by the Crown on the advice of the Lord
Chancellor, who receives suitable names from county committees. This
procedure has been criticized for its secrecy and exclusivity. Magistrates in
the past were white middle- or upper-class males who were prominent in
the local community, such as landowners, doctors, retired military officers
and businessmen. But they are now recruited from wider and more repre-
sentative social, ethnic and gender backgrounds.

The magistrates’ court has an average of three JPs when hearing cases,
composed usually of men and women. They decide a case on the facts and
decide the punishment (if any). They are advised on points of law by their
clerk, who is a legally qualified, full-time official and a professional element
in the system. The clerk is restricted to an advisory role and must not be
involved in the magistrates’ decision-making, but is now able to handle
some minor judicial tasks.

Everyone accused of a criminal offence (defendant) must usually
appear first before a magistrates’ court. The court can itself try summary
offences and some indictable/summary offences (‘either-way offences’). The
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magistrates also decide whether there is a case to answer in indictable
offences. If so, they commit the person for trial at the crown court.

Magistrates have limited powers of punishment. They may impose
fines up to £5,000 for each offence, or send people to prison for six months
on each offence up to a maximum of one year. They prefer not to imprison
if a fine or other punishment is sufficient, and the majority of penalties are
fines.

There is a need for uniform punishments in magistrates’ courts. But
sentences vary in different parts of the country. This factor, in addition to
alleged bias and the amateur status of JPs, has led to criticism of the system.
There have been proposals to replace magistrates with lawyers or other
experts. But these suggestions are criticized by those who oppose the profes-
sionalization of the legal process and who argue that such changes would
not necessarily result in greater competence or justice. It may be that magis-
trates will work in court with district judges in future.

An important function of magistrates is to decide cases involving
young persons under eighteen in Youth Courts. Media reports of these
cases must not normally identify the accused, and there is a range of punish-
ments for those found guilty. Youth Courts play a central role, particularly
at a time when many crimes are committed by young people under sixteen.
The Labour government proposes tougher treatment for young offenders.
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P L A T E  5 . 1 Inside a magistrates’ court (Priscilla Coleman)



Magistrates’ courts also handle limited civil matters involving family
problems and divorce; road traffic violations; and licence applications for
public amenities such as restaurants, clubs, public houses (pubs) and betting
shops.

Stipendiary magistrates are qualified lawyers and full-time officials,
are paid by the state, usually sit alone to hear and decide cases and 
work mainly in the large cities. They relieve the magistrates of some of their
caseload, and generally deal with the more serious or difficult summary
offences. Since the magistrate system is divided between JPs and profes-
sional stipendiaries, it is sometimes argued that the latter should be used
to replace the amateurs on a national basis. But this proposal has been
resisted by those who wish to retain the civilian element in the magistrates’
courts.

The higher crown courts, such as the Central Criminal Court in
London (popularly known as the Old Bailey), are situated in about ninety
cities in England and Wales and are administered by the Lord Chancellor’s
Department in London.

The crown court has jurisdiction over all indictable criminal offences,
and innocence or guilt after a trial is decided by a jury of twelve citizens.
After it has reached its decision on the facts of the case, sentence is passed
by the judge who is in charge of proceedings throughout the trial.

In Scotland, minor criminal cases are tried summarily by lay Justices
of the Peace in district courts (equivalent to English magistrates’ courts).
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Sheriffs’ courts deal with more serious offences, where the sheriff sits alone
to hear summary offences and is helped by a jury (fifteen members) for
indictable cases. The most serious cases (such as murder and rape) are
handled by the High Court of Justiciary in major urban centres and are
heard by a judge and a jury of fifteen lay people. Northern Irish criminal
courts follow the system in England and Wales with lower magistrates’
courts and higher crown courts. Jury trials have the same place in the
system, except in the case of offences involving acts of terrorism, where a
single judge may hear and decide the case without a jury.

Criminal appeal courts

The appeal structure (see figure 5.1) is supposed to be a safeguard against
mistakes and miscarriages of justice. But the number of such cases has
increased, resulting in much publicity and concern. They have been caused
by police tampering with or withholding evidence; police pressure to induce
confessions; and the unreliability of forensic evidence. Appeal courts are
criticized for their handling of some appeals, and an independent authority
(the Criminal Cases Review Commission) was created (1995). It reviews
alleged miscarriages of justice and now receives many applications.

Appeals to a higher court can be expensive and difficult and permis-
sion must usually have been granted by a lower court. Appeals may be
made against conviction or sentence and can be brought on grounds of fact
and law. If successful, the higher court may quash the conviction, reduce
the sentence or order a new trial. The prosecution can also appeal against
a lenient punishment and a heavier sentence may be substituted.

The crown courts hear appeals from the magistrates’ courts and both
may appeal on matters of law to a divisional court of the Queen’s Bench
Division. Appeals from the crown court are made to the Criminal Division
of the Court of Appeal. Appeals may then go to the House of Lords as the
highest court in England and Wales. But permission is granted only if a
point of law of public importance is involved. Up to five Law Lords hear
the case and their decisions represent the current state of the law.

In Scotland, the High Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh tries criminal
cases and is the supreme court for criminal appeals. Northern Ireland has
its own appeal courts, but the House of Lords in London may also be used.

Civil courts

Civil law proceedings are brought either in the county court (which deals
with 90 per cent of civil cases) or in the High Court (see figure 5.1). Less
expensive and complex actions are dealt with in the county court, rather
than the High Court, and most civil disputes do not reach court at all.
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England and Wales are divided into 250 districts with a county court
for each district. The county court handles a range of money, property,
contract, divorce and family matters and a district judge usually sits alone
when hearing cases.

The High Court of Justice has its main centre in London, with
branches throughout England and Wales. It is divided into three divisions
which specialize in specific matters. The Queen’s Bench Division has a wide
jurisdiction, including contract and negligence cases; the Chancery Court
Division is concerned with commercial, financial and succession matters;
and the Family Division deals with domestic issues such as marriage,
divorce, property and the custody of children.

In Scotland, the sheriff court deals with most civil actions, because its
jurisdiction is not financially limited, although the higher Court of Session
may also be used for some cases. The Northern Irish High Court handles
most civil cases.

Civil appeal courts in England and Wales

The High Court hears appeals from magistrates’ courts and county courts.
But the main avenue of appeal is to the Court of Appeal (Civil Division),
which deals with appeals from all lower civil courts on questions of law
and fact. It can reverse or amend decisions, or sometimes order a new trial.

Appeals from the Court of Appeal may be made to the House of
Lords. The appellant must normally have obtained permission either from
the Court of Appeal or the House of Lords. Appeals are usually restricted
to points of law where an important legal issue is at stake. In Scotland at
present, civil appeals are made first to a sheriff-principal, then to the Court
of Session and finally to the House of Lords in London. The Northern Irish
Court of Appeal hears appeal cases.

Civil and criminal proceedings

Many features of civil and criminal procedure in Scotland and Northern
Ireland are similar to those in England and Wales.

Civil procedure

A civil action in the county court or the High Court begins when the plain-
tiff serves documents with details of a claim on the defendant. If the
defendant defends the action, documents are prepared and circulated to all
parties and the case proceeds to trial and judgement. A decision in civil
cases is reached on the balance of probabilities. The court also decides the
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expenses of the action, which may be considerable, and the loser usually
pays both his or her own and the opponent’s costs.

Civil law procedures have been reorganized and simplified (1999)
because of concern about the efficiency of the system, with its delays and
expense. Much of the High Court’s work has been transferred to the 
county court, procedural rules between the two courts have been unified,
active court management is now in place and cheaper, quicker alternative
forms of settlement in other courts have been implemented, particularly
those dealing with smaller matters. Nevertheless, it is often advisable that
disputes be settled by negotiation out of court to avoid high costs and 
any uncertainty about a trial result.

Criminal procedure

Crimes are offences against the laws of the state and the state usually brings
a person to trial. Prior to 1985, the police in England and Wales were
responsible for prosecuting criminal cases. But a Crown Prosecution Service
(CPS) now does this job. It is independent of the police, financed by the
state and staffed by state lawyers. There is criticism of the performance of
the CPS, which suffers from understaffing and underfunding. The CPS and
its head (the Director of Public Prosecutions – DPP) have the final word in
deciding whether to proceed with difficult cases. In Scotland, prosecution
duties rest with the Crown Office and Procurator-Fiscal Service and in
Northern Ireland with the police and the DPP.

Arrests for most criminal offences are made by the police, although
any citizen can make a ‘citizen’s arrest’.

After criticism of the police for their arrest, questioning and charging
practices, they now operate under codes of practice, which lay down strict
procedures for the protection of suspects. The police cannot formally inter-
rogate people, nor detain them at a police station, if they have not been
arrested or charged. Once a person has been arrested and charged with an
offence, he or she must be brought before a magistrates’ court, normally
within twenty-four hours. This period can be extended up to ninety-six
hours without charge in serious cases. After ninety-six hours, the suspect
must be released if no charges are brought.

When a person appears before a magistrates’ court prior to a trial, the
magistrates can grant or refuse bail (freedom from custody). If bail is
refused, a person will be kept in custody in a remand centre or in prison. If
bail is granted, the individual is set free until a later court appearance. The
court may require certain assurances from the accused about conduct while
on bail, such as residence in a specific area and reporting to a police station.

Application for bail is a legal right, since the accused has not yet been
found guilty of a crime, and there should be strong reasons for refusing it.
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There is concern that people who are refused bail are, at their later trial,
either found not guilty or are punished only by a fine. The system thus
holds alleged criminals who have been refused bail (60 per cent) on remand
to await trial and increases overcrowding in prisons. But there is also public
concern about accused persons who commit further serious offences while
free on bail.

Criminal trials in the magistrates’ and crown courts are, with a few
exceptions, open to the public. But the media can only report the court
proceedings and must not comment upon them while the trial is in progress
(the sub judice rule).

The accused enters the dock, the charge is read and he or she pleads
‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’. On a ‘guilty’ plea, the person is often sentenced after
a short presentation of the facts by the prosecution. On a ‘not guilty’ plea,
the trial proceeds in order to establish the person’s innocence or guilt. An
individual is innocent until proved guilty, and it is the responsibility of the
prosecution to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. If proof is not
achieved, a ‘not guilty’ verdict is returned by magistrates in the magistrates’
court or by the jury in the crown court. In Scotland, there is an additional
possible verdict of ‘not proven’.

The prosecution and defence of the accused are usually performed by
solicitors in magistrates’ courts and by barristers and solicitor-advocates in
crown courts. But it is possible to defend oneself. British trials are adver-
sarial contests between defence and prosecution. Both sides call witnesses
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in support of their case, who may be questioned by the other side. The
rules of evidence and procedure in this contest are complicated and must
be strictly observed. The accused may remain silent when arrested and
charged and at the trial and need not give evidence. However, the right to
silence has now been limited. This means that the police must warn
arrestees that their silence may affect their later defence. The judge at the
trial may comment on silence and it may influence the decision of juries
and magistrates.

It is argued that the adversarial nature of criminal trials can result
either in the conviction of innocent people or the guilty escaping convic-
tion. It is suggested that the inquisitorial system of other European
countries would be better. This allows the prior questioning of suspects
and establishing of facts to be carried out by professional impartial inter-
rogators rather than the police.

The judge in the crown court and the magistrates in the magistrates’
court are controlling influences in the battle between defence and prosecu-
tion. They apply the rules of the court and give directions on procedure
and evidence. But they should not interfere too actively, nor show bias.
After the prosecution and the defence have concluded their cases, the magis-
trates decide both the verdict and sentence. In the crown court, the jury
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delivers the verdict after the judge has given a summing-up and the judge
then pronounces sentence.

The jury

Trial by jury is an ancient and important feature of British justice. It has
declined in civil cases (except for libel and fraud), but is the main element
in criminal trials in the crown court for indictable offences. Most British
residents are obliged to undertake jury service when summoned and there
has been a clampdown on those seeking to avoid the duty.

Before the start of a criminal trial in the crown court, twelve jurors
are chosen from a list of thirty names randomly selected from local elec-
toral registers. They listen to the evidence at the trial and give their verdict
on the facts, after having been isolated in a room for their deliberations. If
a jury cannot reach a decision, it will be discharged and a new one sworn
in. The accused can thus be tried twice for the same offence (as in appeals
which order a new trial or in the re-hearing of cases where new evidence
appears). Such results are an exception to the principle that a person can
be tried only once for the same offence. In most cases, the jury reaches a
decision. The judge accepts a majority (rather than a unanimous) verdict
after the jury has deliberated for more than two hours, if there are no more
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than two dissentients (ten to two). The jury does not decide the punish-
ment or sentence, except in some civil cases, where it awards damages.

The jury system is the citizen’s link with the legal process. It is
supposed to safeguard individual liberty and justice because a common-
sense decision on the facts either to punish or acquit is taken by fellow
citizens. But the system has been criticized because of high acquittal rates;
allegedly unsuitable or subjective jurors; intimidation of jurors; and need
to save time and expense. Some critics wish to replace the jury with
‘experts’ and the Labour government intends to reduce the right to jury
trial in some ‘either-way’ offences.

Legal aid

Legal aid (created in 1949) enables persons who cannot afford legal repre-
sentation and advice in criminal and civil matters to have their bills paid
by the state. Applicants must prove that they have a suitable case and that
their income falls below certain financial limits. Only those with very low
incomes or who are receiving welfare benefits qualify. There are demands
to raise the income limits to include more people. But governments have
reduced the legal aid fund and reformed its operation so that fewer people
are eligible for help. This is seen as a serious development in the provision
of justice, especially when demand is constantly rising. Given the high 
costs of legal actions, only the poor or the very rich can afford to take on
litigation costs without hardship.

A recent reform may help those people who wish to start personal
injury civil actions but who cannot afford the cost. Clients can enter into
conditional agreements with lawyers, in which payment of legal fees on the
basis of a percentage of the amount awarded is made only if the client wins.
The Labour government may extend this scheme to most civil disputes
which involve money or damages. But critics argue that such work will
appeal only to lawyers if there is a reasonable chance of winning and it
will not solve the problem of insuring against the cost of losing.

Law and order

Crime and punishment

The overall cost of crime to Britain (including the expense of the criminal
justice system) is considerable, amounting to 5 per cent of government
spending. Law and order in Britain are serious issues, which are of great
concern to people and on which political parties base their claims for public
support.
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Central problems here are the reliability of official statistics and the
non-reporting of offences such as burglary and rape. Government figures
show that there was a 3.8 per cent increase in overall reported crime in
2000 in England and Wales (1 per cent in Scotland), with rises in violent
crimes such as assaults, robberies and sexual offences. But the number of
unsolved crimes remains high, with a clear-up rate of 24 per cent.

It is estimated that only one in fifty crimes results in a conviction, and
the Home Office itself admits that only 23 per cent of all crimes are
recorded. MORI polls suggest that 50 per cent of victims do not report
incidents to the police because they lack confidence that criminals would
be caught.

However, contrasting crime figures are found in victim-based statistics
such as the British Crime Survey, which covers people who actually experi-
ence crime. Figures for 2000 suggest a decrease of 12 per cent. Violent
crimes fell by 19 per cent and the proportion of people who were victims of
some type of crime once or more during 2001 fell to 27 per cent.

Disturbing aspects of these statistics are the greater use of firearms in
criminal acts (leading to demands that the police should be armed), the
increased amount of drug- and alchohol-related crime and the number of
offences committed by young people. Britain has a serious problem with
young offenders: the peak age for committing crime is fifteen and one in
four criminal offences is committed by teenagers under sixteen.

Respondents to polls think that the causes of crime in Britain are lack
of parental discipline; drugs; alcohol; lenient sentencing; unemployment;
lack of school discipline; poverty; television; and poor policing. The Labour
government has tried to ease public concern by promising ‘zero tolerance’
for crime and being ‘tough on crime and the causes of crime’. There would
be stricter punishment (particularly for young people), curfews and restric-
tions on persistent offenders, longer gaol terms and greater protection for
the public. But polls in 2000 and 2001 show that people do not think that
the government has delivered on its law and order promises.

A person found guilty of a first criminal offence may receive no
punishment, or be placed on probation for a period under supervision of
probation officers. Other punishments for adults are often fines or impris-
onment (for those over twenty-one), which vary according to the severity
of the offence and any previous convictions. Stricter sentencing will lead to
more prisoners, and 18 per cent of convicted persons are imprisoned, a
higher rate than in other European countries. Britain has one of the largest
prison populations in Western Europe with 105,000 prisoners in 2001 
(4 per cent women).

Alternatives to prison are community service (serving the community
in some capacity for a number of hours) and prison sentences which are
suspended, i.e. not served if no further offences are committed for a
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specified period. A successful experiment is ‘tagging’ (arm or leg bracelets
connected electronically to local police stations) whereby non-violent
offenders are confined to a specific area and have to observe a curfew. The
tag is activated if these conditions are broken.

Young people may be punished by fines (if under seventeen), taken
into local authority care, confined in a young offenders’ institution (Youth
Prison) for those between seventeen and twenty, or undergo supervision in
the community. Re-offending among young people after a custodial
sentence is high, but supervision outside institutions leads less often to re-
offending.

The death penalty by hanging for murder was abolished in 1965. The
House of Commons has since voted on several occasions against its re-
imposition. Polls show that only one Briton in four wants the restoration
of the death penalty for murder. But the public seem to support harsh treat-
ment of criminal offenders and argue that more sympathy and aid should
be given to the victims of crime. The government has tried to support such
victims with financial compensation, but its programmes have not satisfied
the critics or the victims.

Many British people feel that the penalties for criminal offences are
inadequate as deterrents to prevent crime. But many prisons are old and
decayed, lack humane facilities, are unfitted for a modern penal system and
their personnel are understaffed and overworked. Prison conditions have
resulted in serious disorder and riots in recent years and low morale among
prisoners and prison staff. Debates about punishment as opposed to the
rehabilitation of offenders continue. But proposals to improve the situation
usually encounter the problems of expense, although the government is
building more courts and prisons. Some prisons and prison services (such
as escorting prisoners to court) have now been privatized.

The majority of prisoners are not reformed by their sentences, nor
does fear of prison or punishment seem to act as a deterrent. Some critics
argue that gaol terms should be cut (with weekend-only prisoners) and that
institutions should be humanized and prisoners given a sense of purpose.
Alternatives to custodial sentences, such as supervised housing, probation
hostels and supervised work projects, are also advocated. But others argue
that the main concern of the criminal system should be punishment and
not rehabilitation.

Law enforcement and the police

The armed forces in Britain are subordinate to the civilian government and
are used only for defence or civil emergency purposes. An exception has
been the deployment of the army in Northern Ireland since 1969, where
they support the police force (the Police Force of Northern Ireland). 
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But there are proposals that the military could help the police to counter
organized crime in drugs, illegal immigration and computer hacking.

However, the maintenance of law and order rests mainly with the
civilian police. The oldest police force is the Metropolitan Police, founded
in 1829 by Sir Robert Peel to combat crime in London, and from which
the modern forces have grown. Today there is no one national police force.
Instead, there are fifty-two independent forces, which undertake law
enforcement in local county or regional areas, with the Metropolitan Police
being responsible for policing London. The regional forces are under the
political control of local police committees, although their direct influence
is small. Authority rests with the head of each regional force (Chief
Constable), who has organizational independence and responsibility for the
actions of the force. But the Home Secretary is responsible for the
Metropolitan Police, which is centred on New Scotland Yard in London.

There are about 126,000 policemen and women in Britain, or one
officer for every 460 people. But the forces have lost officers, are under-
staffed and recruitment is difficult. Only a disproportionately small number
are from ethnic communities. Many members of these communities are
hostile to or sceptical of the police, although there have been attempts to
recruit more of them to the forces, with varying degrees of success. There
are government proposals to involve traffic wardens, special constables and
a new London auxiliary force to help in some police duties and to give a
greater street presence.

The police are not allowed to join trade unions or strike. But they do
have staff associations to represent their interests. They are subject to the
law, and can be sued or prosecuted for any wrongdoing in the course of
their work. But it is difficult to bring successful prosecutions against them,
although individuals can appeal to the Police Complaints Authority.
However, this body is largely composed of police representatives and lacks
independence. It is argued that complaints procedures are unsatisfactory
and that democratic control of the police in practice does not exist.

The police, with their peculiar helmets and lack of firearms, are often
regarded as a typical British institution. They used to embody a presence
in the local community by ‘walking the beat’ and personified fairness,
stolidity, friendliness, helpfulness and incorruptibility. These virtues still
exist to a degree, and the traditional view is that the police should control
the community by consent rather than force and that they should be visible
in local areas.

But, in recent years, the police have been taken off foot patrols and
put into cars to increase effectiveness and mobility; more are now armed
and trained in riot-control programmes. They have been accused of insti-
tutional racism, corruption, brutality, excessive use of force, perverting the
course of justice and tampering with evidence in criminal trials. Some of
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these accusations have been proved in a number of cases. They have
lowered the image of the police as well as their morale and have contributed
to a loss of public confidence. The Labour government is concerned to
reform the police forces and some of their practices.

The police tread a thin line in community activities, strikes and
demonstrations. They are in the middle of opposing forces, much is
expected of them and uncertain law sometimes hinders their effectiveness.
The problems of violent crime, relations with ethnic communities and an
increasingly complex society have made their job more difficult. The police
are trying to find ways of adequately and fairly controlling a changing
society. They are concerned about their image, but insist that their primary
duty is to maintain law and order.

The legal profession

The legal profession in England and Wales is divided into two types of
lawyer: barristers and solicitors. Each branch has its own vested interests
and jurisdiction and fiercely protects its position. This system is criticized
because of duplication of services, delay and expense. But reforms have
occurred in legal services in order to benefit consumers, promote competi-
tion and give easier access to the law.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

132 The legal system

P L A T E  5 . 4 British riot police in action in London (© Alan Copson)



There are some 90,000 solicitors, who practise mainly in private
firms, but also in local and central government, legal centres and industry.
Most are now organized by their self-regulating professional body, the Law
Society. The solicitors’ branch is a middle-class profession, but it is increas-
ingly attracting members from a relatively wide spectrum of society.

Solicitors deal with general legal work, although many now specialize
in one area of the law. Their firms (or partnerships) offer services such 
as conveyancing (the buying and selling of property); probate (wills and
succession after death); family matters; criminal and civil litigation;
commercial cases; and tax and financial affairs.

Complaints by dissatisfied clients against solicitors, of which there are
an increasing number (some 16,000 a year), are investigated by the Office
for the Supervision of Solicitors. This body is supposed to provide an
impartial investigation into complaints but has been criticized by consumers
and has now been brought under the direct control of the Law Society.

The client with a legal problem will first approach a solicitor, who
can often deal with all aspects of the case. But solicitors were once able to
appear (rights of audience) for their clients only in the lower courts (county
and magistrates’ courts) and cases in higher courts had to be handed to a
barrister. This expensive practice has now been reformed and solicitor-
advocates can appear in higher courts.

In order to become a solicitor, it is necessary to have a university
degree, not necessarily in law. After passing further professional examina-
tions organized by the Law Society, the student serves a practical
apprenticeship as a trainee solicitor with an established solicitor for some
two years. After this total period of about six years’ education and training,
the new solicitor can practise law.

There are 10,000 barristers in private practice, who have the right to
appear before any court in England and Wales. They belong to the Bar,
which is an ancient legal institution controlled by the self-regulating Bar
Council and four Inns of Court in London (Gray’s Inn, Lincoln’s Inn,
Middle Temple and the Inner Temple). Barristers have two functions: to
give specialized advice on legal matters and to act as advocates in the
courts. Most of the general public cannot approach a barrister directly, but
must be introduced by a solicitor.

In order to become a barrister, one must usually have a university
degree, pass professional examinations and become a member of an Inn of
Court. The student must dine in the Inn for a number of terms before being
‘called to the Bar’, or accepted as a barrister. He or she must then serve for
a one-year period (pupillage) under a practising barrister. After this total
training period of about five years, the new barrister can practise alone.

Barristers are self-employed individuals who practise from chambers
(or offices), together with other barristers. The barrister’s career starts as
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P L A T E  5 . 5 Outside a barrister’s chambers in Middle Temple, London 
(© Adam Woolfit/CORBIS)



a ‘junior’ handling minor briefs (or cases). He or she may have difficulty
in earning a living or in becoming established in the early years of prac-
tice, with the result that many barristers drop out and enter other fields.
Should the barrister persist and build up a successful practice as a junior,
he or she may ‘take silk’ and become a Queen’s Counsel (QC). A QC is a
senior barrister who can charge higher fees for his or her work, but who
is then excluded from appearing in lesser cases. Appointment as a QC may
lead to a future position as a judge and it is regarded as a necessary career
step for the ambitious.

The judges constitute the judiciary, or independent third branch of
the constitutional system. There are a relatively small number of judges at
various levels of seniority, who are located im most large cities and in the
higher courts in London. They are chosen from the ranks of senior barris-
ters, although solicitors are now eligible for some of the lower posts. The
highest appointments are made by the Crown on the advice of the Prime
Minister and lower positions on the advice of the Lord Chancellor. This
appointments procedure has been criticized because it rests with the Lord
Chancellor and the senior judiciary, who consequently hold much power
and patronage. In an attempt to combat ‘elitism’, more judgeships are now
advertised for open competition.

The Lord Chancellor is a political appointee of the sitting govern-
ment; effective head of the legal system and profession; a member of the
Cabinet; presiding officer (or Speaker) of the House of Lords; and a law
lord. It is argued that this office should be abolished because of its polit-
ical connections. Other judgeships are supposedly made on non-political
grounds. Senior judges cannot be removed from office until the retirement
age of seventy-five, although junior judges can be dismissed by the Lord
Chancellor for good reasons before the retirement age at seventy-two.
There have been proposals that complaints against judges and their
dismissal should be handled by a complaints board and that judges should
be more easily removable from office. But the existing measures have been
designed to ensure the independence of the judiciary and its freedom from
political involvement.

Critics feel that judges are socially and educationally elitist, remote
from ordinary life and overwhelmingly male. They are seen as people who
will not cause embarrassment to the establishment and who tend to support
the accepted wisdom and status quo. However, they do rule against govern-
ment policies and their powers of independence have arguably been
increased by the Human Rights Act. The judiciary is gradually changing to
admit more women, ethnic minorities and people with lower-class and
educationally diverse backgrounds. But, although over half of law students
are female, there are few women judges, QCs, or senior partners in
solicitors’ firms.
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The judiciary tends to be old in years because judgeships are normally
awarded to senior practising lawyers and there is no career structure that
people may join early in life. A lawyer’s income may be greatly reduced on
accepting a judgeship, but the honour and added security are supposed to
be some compensation. There are promotional steps within the judiciary
from recorder to circuit judge to High Court judge, and thence to the Court
of Appeal and the House of Lords.

The legal professions in Scotland and Northern Ireland are also
divided. Scotland has some 400 practising advocates (barristers) and 8,250
solicitors. Advocates practise as individuals, do not work from chambers
and are independent of each other. Scottish solicitors usually operate in
partnership with other solicitors. Northern Ireland has solicitors and about
450 barristers.

Attitudes to law and order

Britain is not usually thought of as a litigious society. People avoid the diffi-
culty and cost of legal actions if possible and regard the law and lawyers
as a last resort. Polls frequently show that while the police (perhaps surpris-
ingly) are the most admired professional group after doctors and nurses,
lawyers are the least admired. But, in recent years, more Britons have been
using the civil law to gain satisfaction and large damages for matters
ranging from libel cases to complaints about the school and health systems.

Polls reveal consistently that many British people have little confi-
dence in the legal system. A MORI poll in 2000 showed that 47 per cent
of respondents were dissatisfied with the courts and their work, while 32
per cent were satisfied. There is support for legal reforms and a desire to
see more government action on the law’s delays, risks and costs. But a
Property Litigation Association survey in 2001 reported that continuing
delays, inefficiencies and lack of resources in civil courts were hindering
reforms. Nevertheless, a 1999 British Council/MORI poll found that 58
per cent of overseas respondents thought that the British legal system
ensures that everyone gets a fair trial.

Crime, vandalism and violence are a main concern for many Britons.
In June 2001, a MORI poll showed that in a list of worries 33 per cent of
respondents worried about law and order, an increase since 1996. A
NatWest survey in 1997 indicated that 70 per cent of respondents would
accept tax rises if significant cuts in crime would result. Nearly 50 per cent
considered drugs and drug-related offences to be the biggest crime prob-
lems, far ahead of burglary and assault.

In spite of the fact that fear of crime is arguably greater than its actu-
ality, polls reveal that many people are afraid: feel unsafe walking alone
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after dark; believe that worries about crime affect their everyday life; and
think that the police are handicapped in the fight against crime by the crim-
inal justice system. The Crimestoppers Trust reported in September 2001
that three-quarters of British people believe that the country has become a
more dangerous place to live in over the past ten years. In terms of neigh-
bourhood crime, 56 per cent said they feared burglary and 35 per cent car
crime; and 20 per cent would not go to the police if they had information
about a crime.

In a 2000 MORI poll, 44 per cent of interviewees were fairly satis-
fied and 9 per cent very satisfied with the way their areas were policed.
When asked how confident they were that the police would arrive in an
emergency within ten minutes, 37 per cent were fairly and 13 per cent very
confident. But 44 per cent were not confident.

Some 72 per cent of respondents strongly agreed that people should
have the right to defend their property and 24 per cent tended to agree.
Some 64 per cent strongly agreed that the law is too lenient on criminals
who commit property theft and 22 per cent tended to agree.

Explain and examine the following terms:

civil law plaintiff conveyancing
barrister legal aid Crown Prosecution Service
indictable Inns of Court common law
solicitor Lord Chancellor Metropolitan Police
jury crown court county court
JP statute law bail
‘tagging’ summary stipendiary magistrate

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Describe and comment critically on the structure of the legal profession
in Britain.

2 How is the courts system in England and Wales organized?
3 Discuss the role of the police in law enforcement.
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Berlins, M. and Dyer, C (2000) The Law Machine London: Penguin

Robertson, G. (1993) Freedom, the Individual and the Law London: Pelican

White, Robin (1999) The English Legal System in Action: Administration of Justice Oxford:
Oxford University Press

Lord Chancellor’s Department; www.lcd.gov.uk

Law Officers: www.lslo.gov.uk

Home Office: www.homeoffice.gov.uk

Police: www.police.co.uk

New Scotland Yard: www.open.gov.uk/police/mps/home.htm

Amnesty International: www.amnesty.org.uk

Scottish Executive: www.scotland.gov.uk

Northern Ireland Office: www.nio.gov.uk
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F L U C T U A T I O N S  I N  T H E  B R I T I S H  E C O N O M Y affect people directly and
are of concern to them. They influence employment, income levels, taxa-

tion, investment and government programmes.
Historically, the British economy has been conditioned by agricultural

and industrial revolutions; the growth and later reduction of manufacturing
industry; the expansion of service industries; government policies and inter-
vention; and a decline from the late nineteenth century relative to other
competitor countries. It experienced both recession and growth throughout
the twentieth century, but developed successfully from 1994 with low infla-
tion, unemployment and interest rates. However, there were again signs of
weakness in 2001 due to a domestic and global economic downturn.

Economic history

Britain was a largely rural country until the end of the eighteenth century
and its economy was based on products generated by agricultural revolu-
tions. But there had also been industrial and manufacturing developments
over the centuries, which were mainly located in the larger towns. Financial
and commercial institutions, such as banks, insurance houses and trading
companies, were gradually founded in the City of London and throughout
the country to finance and service the expanding and increasingly diversi-
fied economy.

The growth of an overseas colonial empire from the sixteenth century
contributed to national wealth as Britain capitalized on its worldwide
trading connections. Colonies supplied cheap raw materials, which were
converted into manufactured goods in Britain and exported. Overseas
markets grew quickly because merchants and traders were protected at
home and abroad. They exploited the colonial markets and controlled
foreign competition. By the nineteenth century, Britain had become an
economic power. Its wealth was based on international trade and the
payments that it received for its exported products. Governments believed
that a country increased its wealth if exports exceeded imports.

This trading system and its financial institutions benefited industrial
revolutions, which began in the late eighteenth century. Manufacturing and
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industrial inventions, together with a rich supply of domestic materials and
energy sources, such as coal, steel, iron, steam power and water, stimulated
production and the economy. Manufacturers, who had gained by foreign
trade and demand for British goods, invested in new industries and tech-
nology. Industrial towns expanded, factories were built and a transport
system of roads, canals and railways developed. Efficient manufacturing
produced competitively priced goods for foreign markets and Britain was
transformed into an urban and industrialized country.

But industrialization was opposed by some people. The Luddites in
the nineteenth century, for example, destroyed new machinery in an
attempt to halt progress and preserve existing jobs. Industrial and 
urban development had negative effects, such as long working hours for
low wages and bad conditions in mines and factories. They also resulted
in the depopulation of rural areas and the decline of traditional home 
and cottage work. Industrial conditions caused social and moral problems
in towns and the countryside, and mechanization was often regarded as
exploitative and dehumanizing. The situation was worsened by the in-
difference of many manufacturers, employers and politicians to the human
cost of industrialization.

However, the industrial changes did transform Britain into a rich
nation, despite economic slumps, unemployment, growth of urban slums
and hardship in the nineteenth century. Manufacturing output was now
the chief generator of wealth; production methods and technology
advanced; and domestic competition improved the quality of goods and
services.

But this industrial dominance of world trade did not last. It declined
relatively by the end of the nineteenth century as countries such as 
Germany and the USA industrialized and became competitive. However,
British financial expertise continued to be influential in global commercial
dealings.

The modern economy: policies, 
structure and performance

It is argued that British economic performance and world status declined
further in the twentieth century, although some research queries whether
decline has been as substantial in relative terms as is popularly assumed.
But Britain was affected by economic problems created by two World
Wars; international recessions; global competition; structural changes in 
the economy; a lack of industrial competitiveness; alternating government
policies; and a series of ‘boom-and-bust’ cycles in which economic growth
fluctuated greatly.
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Economic policies

Governments became more involved in economic planning from the 1940s,
and the performance of the economy has been tied to their fiscal and 
monetary policies. All British governments have variously intervened in
economic life in attempts to manage the economy and stimulate demand
and growth.

The Conservative Party, however, has traditionally advocated a
minimum interference in the economy and favoured the workings of the
market. But, in practice, government intervention was necessary as global
competition grew and domestic demands became more complex. The
Labour Party argued that the economy should be centrally planned and its
essential sectors should be owned and managed by the state. This policy in
Clause 4 of its constitution was dropped only in 1995.

Labour governments from 1945 consequently nationalized (moved 
to public ownership) railways, road transport, water, gas, electricity, ship-
building, coal-mining, the iron and steel industries, airlines, the health
service, the Post Office and telecommunications. Public industries and
services were run by the state through government-appointed boards. They
were responsible to Parliament and subsidized by taxation for the benefit
of all, rather than for private owners or shareholders. But they were expen-
sive to run and governments were expected to rescue any which had
economic problems.

This policy was gradually reversed by the Conservatives. They argued
that public industries and services were too expensive and inefficient; had
outdated technology and bad industrial relations; suffered from lack of
investment in new equipment; were dependent upon tax subsidies; and were
run as state services with too little attention paid to profit-making,
consumer demand or market forces. They denationalized some state indus-
tries and returned them to private ownership.

Conservative denationalization was later (1979–97) called ‘privati-
zation’. Ownership of state industries such as British Telecom, British
Airways, British Petroleum, British Gas, water and electricity supplies,
British Coal and British Rail was transferred from the state to private
owners mainly through the sale of shares. These industries are run as profit-
making concerns and are regulated in the public interest by independent
regulators. The aim was to ‘deregulate’ the economy so that restrictions on
businesses were removed to allow them to operate freely and competitively.
For example, the stock market and public transport were deregulated,
resulting in greater diversity in the City of London and local authority bus
companies competing with private bus firms.

Conservatives believe that privatization improves efficiency, reduces
government spending, increases economic freedom and encourages share
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ownership. The public bought shares in the new private companies, and
share-owning by individuals and financial institutions increased. But there
was concern about privatization. Private industries became virtual mono-
polies (although there is now more competition) and there is criticism of
the independent regulators’ abilities to supervise them. There have been
complaints about their services, prices and products, although some of
them are now profitable and many initial problems have been solved.

The Labour government (1997–) accepted privatization and is con-
troversially part-privatizing UK air traffic control and the London Tube. 
It also wants to introduce the private sector into public services such as
education and health. ‘Public–private partnerships’ can mean, for example,
private companies managing public concerns or even building and running
state schools and hospitals. The policy is attacked by trade unions, and a
MORI poll in July 2001 found that only 8 per cent of respondents thought
that hiring private sector managers to run public services would lead to big
improvements. Only 11 per cent believed that using private companies to
provide public services will improve them. A MORI poll in September 2001
showed that large majorities considered that schools, hospitals, trains,
public utilities (water and electricity) and pensions should be provided by
the public sector.

However, the major parties have now accepted ‘market economics’,
deregulation, a mobile workforce and economic liberalization. The problem
is how to manage this economy effectively, while satisfying demands for
public services.

Economic structure

Government policies have created a mixed economy of public and private
sectors. The public sector includes the remaining state-run industries and
public services, which now amount to under one-third of the economy.
Over two-thirds is in the private sector and will increase with further
privatization.

Unlike public-sector concerns which are owned and run by the state,
the private sector belongs to people who have a financial stake in a
company. It consists of small businesses owned by individuals; companies
whose shares are sold to the public through the Stock Exchange; and larger
companies whose shares are not offered for sale to the public. Most compa-
nies are private and small or medium-size. They are crucial to the economy
and generate 50 per cent of new jobs. Some 10 per cent of the economy is
controlled by foreign corporations, which employ 10 per cent of the work-
force. Britain (even outside the Euro) has been seen as an attractive low-cost
country for foreign investment in areas such as electronic equipment and
cars, although such investment has recently been reduced.
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The shareholders are the real owners of those companies in which
they invest their money. However, the daily organization of the business is
left to a board of directors under a chairman(woman) or managing director.
In practice, most shareholders are more interested in receiving profit divi-
dends on their shares from a successful business than in being concerned
with its running. But shareholder power is occasionally mobilized if the
company is performing badly.

National and foreign companies are sometimes involved in takeovers
and mergers in the private sector. A takeover occurs when a larger company
takes over (or buys) a smaller, often loss-making, firm. Mergers are amal-
gamations between companies of equal standing. Such battles for control
can be fiercely fought and have resulted in sections of the economy, such
as cars, hotels, media concerns and food products, being dominated by a
relatively small number of major groups.

Takeovers and mergers can cause concern to the target companies and
their workforces. A Competition Commission is supposed to monitor this
situation by preventing any one group forming a monopoly or creating
unfair trading conditions. It examines the plans and reports to the Director
General of Fair Trading, who may rule against the proposed takeover or
merger. Some decisions have stopped undesirable developments. But others
have allowed near-monopolistic situations, and the performance of the
Commission is criticized.

Economic performance

Since the Second World War Britain’s economic problems (caused by
domestic and global factors) have resulted in recession and boom cycles;
high unemployment, inflation and interest rates; trade weaknesses; poor
growth; a fluctuating pound; and industrial relations problems. There have
also been structural changes in the economy, such as a growth in service
industries and a decline in industrial and manufacturing trades.

The location of British industry, which was dictated by the industrial
revolutions, has been a factor in manufacturing and industrial decline.
Industries were situated in areas where there was access to natural resources
and transport systems and where there was often only one major industry.
They could be easily damaged in a changing economic climate, unless they
managed to diversify. But even regions which had diversified successfully
in the past were affected by further deindustrialization and recession from
the 1970s to the 1990s.

Many manufacturing industries did not adapt to new markets and
demands; did not produce goods efficiently and cheaply enough to compete;
lacked competitiveness; and priced themselves out of the world market. 
In 1938, Britain produced 22 per cent of global exports of manufactured
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goods. This figure slumped to 6.5 per cent by 1989, owing to world compe-
tition and the run-down of manufacturing industries.

Industrial decline badly affected northern England, the English
Midlands, Scotland, Northern Ireland and South Wales. Traditional trades
such as textiles, steel, ship-building, iron and coal-mining were greatly
reduced. Governments, helped by European Union grants, tried to revitalize
depressed areas with financial aid and the creation of new industry. These
policies have only slowly had a positive effect in places such as Liverpool,
Glasgow, Newcastle, Birmingham and Belfast.

But Britain is still the world’s fourth largest economy and a signifi-
cant industrial and manufacturing country. It is the fifth largest exporter
of goods and services, despite its reduced share of the global market and
fluctuations in manufacturing since the 1980s. But manufactured goods,
such as food, drink and tobacco, engineering and transport machinery, elec-
tronics and chemicals, are 86 per cent of exports and 22 per cent of the
gross domestic product (a third in 1950).

Structural change in industry and manufacturing forced adjustments
to different markets. New production methods and technology led to a
growth in specialized industries and the service sector (banking, insurance,
catering, leisure, finance and information), which is now 70 per cent of
gross domestic product, although it also suffered in the 2001 downturn.

The discovery of North Sea oil and gas in the mid-1970s has
contributed greatly to the British economy and made it less dependent upon
imported energy. But gas and oil are finite; Britain has problems in finding
alternative sources; it already has to import some gas and oil; and must fill
the financial gap with new revenues. It is argued that energy income has
been unwisely spent on social targets, rather than being used more posi-
tively for investment in new industry and in creating a modern economic
infrastructure.

Britain’s trading patterns have also changed and its partners are now
the European Union (59 per cent), North America (17) and other countries
(24), with non-EU exports increasing. But it has had a balance-of-payments
problem since 1983, and a trade deficit results when exports do not exceed
imports. However, ‘invisible exports’, such as financial and insurance
services, are not calculated in this equation and contribute significantly to
the economy.

The economy is affected by fluctuations in the value of the pound.
Devaluation (reducing the pound’s exchange value) was earlier used by
governments as an economic weapon. This boosted exports by making
them cheaper on the world market, but raised the cost of imports and
dissuaded people from buying foreign goods. Devaluation has not been
used recently. Instead, the pound was allowed to ‘float’ from 1972 and find
its own market value in competition with other currencies.
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Conservative governments (1979–97) addressed inherent weaknesses
in the British economy, but opinions differ on their record. They tried to
reduce inflation by high interest rates and cuts in public spending. Industry
and commerce were expected to restructure themselves; increase their
growth rates and productivity; cut down overstaffing in the workforce; and
become more efficient under market forces. Privatization was also gradu-
ally applied in many areas of the public sector.

Such measures and a world recession resulted in the 1980 British
economy falling to very low levels with high interest rates, unemployment
and inflation. Although it improved by 1986, it overheated from mid-1988.
There were record balance-of-payments deficits, the pound was attacked,
inflation increased, and interest rates were raised. Domestic and interna-
tional factors caused Britain to have its worst recession (1989–93) since the
1930s world depression.

In an attempt to boost economic strength, Britain in 1990 joined the
European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) which, by linking European
moneys, is supposed to stabilize currencies and improve national
economies. But, after speculation against the pound in 1992, Britain with-
drew from the ERM and allowed the pound to float. The economy
recovered outside the ERM. At present (2001), the pound is strong,
although this has created problems for British exporters and businesses.

In 1993–94, Britain came slowly out of recession, with improved
manufacturing and financial performance and a fall in inflation, unem-
ployment and interest rates. By 1997 the economy, which the Labour
government inherited, was one of the most successful in the world. It is
continuing similar policies to the Conservatives; is prudently managing the
economy; and is determined to avoid traditional boom and bust cycles. But
the government has had to spend considerably on services such as health,
education and transport. This illustrates the problem of trying to combine
a ‘market economy’ with public services.

Britain in 2001 suffered mixed fortunes from a global economic
downturn. Manufacturing was in recession and there was weakness in
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other sectors. Consumer spending boosted the economy but consumer
confidence was waning. Unemployment, after falling since 1993, rose in
October 2001 to 951,100 or 3.2 per cent of the labour force. But interest
rates were very low at 4.0 per cent, as was inflation at 2.6 per cent. OECD
forecasts suggested that Britain would avoid an international recession and
have above-average growth through 2002.

Social class, the workforce and employment

Social class

Class in Britain has been variously defined by material wealth; ownership
of the means of production as against the sellers of labour; education and
job status; accent and dialect; birth and breeding; and sometimes by lifestyle.

Historically, the British class system was divided into upper, middle
and working classes. Earlier, hierarchies based on wealth, the ownership
of property, aristocratic privilege and political power were rigidly adhered
to. But a middle class of traders, merchants and skilled artisans began to
make inroads into this system. Industrialization in the nineteenth century
further fragmented class divisions. The working class divided into skilled
and unskilled workers and the middle class split into lower, middle and
upper sections, depending on job classification or wealth. The upper class
was still largely defined by birth, property and inherited money.

The spread of education and expansion of wealth to greater numbers
of people in the twentieth century allowed more social mobility (moving
upwards out of the class into which one was born). The working class was
more upwardly mobile, the upper class (owing to a loss of aristocratic priv-
ilege) merged more with the middle class and it was felt that the old rigid
class system was breaking down. But class structures still exist, although
the proportions of people belonging to the various levels have changed
substantially.

Some researchers now employ a six-class model based on occupation,
income and property ownership, such as:

1 Higher-grade professional, managerial and administrative workers
(e.g. doctors and lawyers)

2 Intermediate professional, managerial and administrative workers
(e.g. school teachers and sales managers)

3 Non-manual skilled workers (e.g. clerks)
4 Manual skilled workers (e.g. coal-miners)
5 Semi-skilled workers (e.g. postmen)
6 Unskilled workers (e.g. refuse collectors, cleaners and labourers)
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In addition, a further group (the underclass) has been used in recent years.
This consists of people who fall outside the usual classes and includes the
unemployed, single-parent families, the very poor and those with alterna-
tive lifestyles.

This model indicates two social/occupational groupings in contem-
porary Britain: a ‘middle class’ made up of classes 1, 2 and 3 and a ‘working
class’ consisting of classes 4, 5 and 6. Research indicates that the British
population today largely consists of a middle class (60 per cent) and a
working class (40 per cent). The working class has shrunk and there has
been more upward mobility, with people advancing socially due to
economic progress and changes in occupational structures.

Polls suggest that the British themselves feel that they are becoming
more middle-class and it is argued that many people have the sort of
lifestyle, jobs and income which classify them as middle-class. It also seems
that class is now as much a matter of different social habits and attitudes
as it is of occupation and money. The old gaps between the classes have
lessened and class today is a more finely graded hierarchy dependent upon
a range of characteristics. But inequalities of wealth, difficulties of social
mobility for some people, poverty and questions of prestige remain.

The workforce and employment

The potential workforce in 2001 was 29.6 million, of whom 27.9 million
were in employment. The first figure also includes the self-employed 
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(3.2 million), the unemployed, the armed forces and people on work-related
training programmes.

Despite twentieth-century occupational changes, the majority of
British people, whether part-time or full-time, are employed by an organi-
zation. It may be a small private firm, a large company, a public sector
industry or service, or a multinational corporation. Most people are
workers who sell their labour in a market dominated by concerns which
own and control production and services. The class-defining boundaries of
employees and employers have remained constant and the top 1 per cent
of British society still own more than 18 per cent of marketable wealth and
the top 10 per cent have 49 per cent.

But the deregulated and mobile economy has created very different
work patterns. Manufacturing has declined; service trades have increased;
self-employment has risen; managerial and professional fields have
expanded; and there are more part-time (6.8 million in 2001) and tempo-
rary jobs. Manual jobs have decreased in number; non-manual occupations
have increased; the working class has been eroded by salaried jobs; and the
workforce has become more ‘white-collar’ and better educated.

Women in 2001 were 45 per cent of the labour force and are the prin-
cipal breadwinner in 30 per cent of households. But a majority of female
workers are low-paid, part-time and often unprotected by trade unions or
the law. Although women form a 52 per cent majority of the population
and are increasing their numbers in higher education (where they are a
majority of students), the professions and white-collar jobs, they have prob-
lems in progressing to the senior ranks. Yet in 1996, three out of every ten
new businesses were started by women and in the service sector it was
almost five out of ten.

Since the 1960s, women have campaigned for greater equality with
men in job opportunities and rates of pay. Legislation has attempted to
redress the balance with varying degrees of success. Equal Pay Acts stipu-
late that men and women who do the same or similar kinds of work should
receive the same wages. The Sex Discrimination Act makes it unlawful for
the employer to discriminate between men and women when choosing a
candidate for most jobs. The Equal Opportunities Commission monitors
this legislation and brings cases when there have been breaches of the Acts.
But the average weekly wage of women is still only 79 per cent of the
average paid to men, particularly in industry and the service sector.

There has been a recent need for more women to enter the workforce
at all levels, in order to compensate for a reduced birth-rate and the
shortage of labour. This situation requires improved financial, social 
and child-care benefits for women to enable them to work, as well as more
flexible employment arrangements. Some employers and the government
are responding positively in these areas and Britain now seems to be more
egalitarian on women’s work than it has been.
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Unemployment has dropped steadily from 1993 (although rising in
2001 to 3.2 per cent of the workforce). But it is proportionally high in
Northern Ireland, the English Midlands, Merseyside, north-east England,
Scotland, South Wales and localized areas of the big cities and countryside.
Since the late 1980s it has also affected the normally affluent south of
England and includes professional and higher-grade workers.

The creation of jobs is important for political parties. The Labour
government introduced (1997) a Welfare to Work programme. Companies
willing to create jobs for the unemployed are given subsidies, and the unem-
ployed may also be placed in training and employment-related schemes
under bodies such as the Training and Enterprise Councils. These train the
workforce, in the hope that permanent jobs may be found for them. Young
people between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, who become unemployed
on leaving school, do not receive Social Security benefits and must under-
take a training scheme or further education. The training programmes have
been criticized and there is no guarantee that trainees will obtain a job
afterwards. But the government argues that their policies have succeeded
in getting more people into stable employment.

Although the British workforce is now more mobile, deregulated and
flexible, many vacant jobs are low-paid and part-time. Others are in tech-
nical and skilled areas, for which the educational systems have not ade-
quately provided. Traditional apprenticeships have been greatly reduced
and technical education suffers from a lack of investment and facilities.
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Although Conservative governments established technological colleges in
the major cities (financed jointly by government and private companies),
firms in 2001 were experiencing skills shortages and many had unfilled
vacancies. Despite the success of some programmes, Britain lacks adequate
training schemes for the unemployed and young people in those technical
areas which are essential for a modern industrial state. According to the
World Economic Forum’s 1997 global competitiveness report, Britain
ranked 23rd out of 53 countries for the quality of its employee training.

Traditional manufacturing industry has been progressively reduced 
in Britain. But an industrial infrastructure will continue to be important. 
It will not be as labour-intensive as in the past, because of technical
advances. High-technology industry and service trades are set to expand.
It is also likely that opportunities for professional and skilled workers in
managerial, supervisory, personal and financial services will increase. But
employment and a trained workforce will still be problems in this post-
industrial society and will entail revisions of the work ethic and concepts
of leisure, as well as more flexible employment and child-care arrange-
ments. At present, only 13 per cent of parents can afford to use formal
child-care services all the time, and parents themselves have to pay three-
quarters of the cost of care.

Financial institutions

Financial institutions are central actors in the economy. In the 1980s, 
they responded to a deregulated and freer economy. Banks, building 
societies, insurance firms, money markets and the London Stock Exchange
expanded, merged and diversified. They entered new fields and reorgan-
ized their traditional areas of expertise, as competition between institu-
tions increased. But they also had problems when the economy fluctuated
in the late 1980s, the early 1990s and 2001. However, despite unemploy-
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ment in financial businesses, the weak performance of the Stock Market
and European competition, London has retained its status as a global 
financial centre.

Many major financial institutions have their headquarters in London,
with branches throughout Britain. The square mile of the City of London,
with its banks, insurance houses, legal firms and financial dealers’ offices,
has always been a centre of British and world finance. Its resources have
financed royal wars, military and colonial exploration and trading com-
panies. Today it provides financial and investment services for commercial
interests in Britain and overseas. Many City institutions were founded in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as Britain’s prosperity and over-
seas trade grew, such as the insurance firm Lloyd’s (1680s), the London
Stock Exchange (1773) and the Bank of England (1694). The City is now
being seriously challenged in financial dealings by the London Docklands
redevelopment centred on Canary Wharf.

The Bank of England (‘the old lady of Threadneedle Street’) is the
country’s central bank. Although previously nationalized, it is now inde-
pendent (1997) of government and sets interest rates to control inflation.
Other institutions adjust their interest rates accordingly. It is organized by
a governor and directors who are appointed by the government. It is the
government’s banker; the agent for British commercial and foreign central
banks; prints money for England and Wales; manages the national debt
and gold reserves; and supports the pound by buying pounds on foreign
currency exchanges.

The other main banks which provide banking services throughout
Britain are the central clearing banks, of which the most important are
HSBC, Lloyds TSB, The Royal Bank of Scotland (including National
Westminster) and Barclays. They provide their customers with current and
deposit (savings) accounts, loans and financial advice. But they have been
criticized for their banking charges to clients, their treatment of customers
and their unwillingness to provide funds for small businesses. They are
involved in international finance and have expanded their traditional activ-
ities. Building societies, which now offer banking facilities and Internet
banking, offer competition to the high street banks.

In addition to these high street banks, there are the long-established
merchant banks, which are mainly located in London. They give advice
and finance to commercial and industrial businesses, both in Britain and
overseas; advise companies on takeovers and mergers; provide financial
assistance for foreign transactions; and organize a range of financial
services for individuals and corporations.

The London Stock Exchange is a market for the buying and selling
of quoted (listed) stocks and shares in British public companies and a few
overseas. Dealings on the Stock Exchange reflect the current market trends
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and prices for a range of securities, which may go up as well as down. 
In recent years, the performance of the stock market has been weak.

The Stock Exchange was revolutionized in 1986 by new develop-
ments, known popularly as the ‘Big Bang’. The changes deregulated the
financial market and gave greater freedom of operation. New members
were allowed, financial dealers were given greater powers of dealing and
competition increased. However, some companies were too ambitious,
over-expanded and suffered from the effects of the world stock market
crash of 1987. The London market returned to earlier profitability levels
only after many redundancies among dealers and closure of some compa-
nies. From 1997 financial transactions have been organized directly from
computer screens in corporate offices by an order-driven system which
automates the trading process, rather than traditional dealing on the floor
of the Exchange.

The Foreign Exchange Market is also based in London. Brokers in
corporate or bank offices deal in the buying and selling of foreign curren-
cies. The London market is the largest in the world in terms of average
daily turnover of completed transactions. Other money markets arrange
deals on the Euromarkets in foreign currencies; trade on financial futures
(speculation on future prices of commodities); arrange gold dealings on the
London Gold Market; and transact global deals in the commodity, ship-
ping and freight markets.

Lloyd’s of London is a famous name in the insurance market and has
long been active in the fields of shipping and maritime insurance. But it has
now diversified and insures in many other areas. Lloyd’s operates as a
market, where individual underwriters (or insurers), who are all members
of Lloyd’s, carry on their business. Underwriters normally form groups to
give themselves greater security, because they have to bear any loss which
occurs. But many underwriters have suffered in recent years owing to heavy
insurance losses.

In addition to the Lloyd’s market, there are many individual insur-
ance companies with headquarters in London and branches throughout the
country. They have international connections and huge assets. They play
an important role in British financial life because they are the largest
investors of capital. Their main activity has traditionally been in life insur-
ance. But many have now diversified into other associated fields, such as
pensions and property loans. However, their handling of customers’
investments (particularly pension mis-selling) has been heavily criticized in
recent years.

British financial institutions have traditionally been respected for their
honesty and integrity. But, as money markets have expanded and become
freer, there have been fraud cases, collapse of financial organizations and
financial scandals. These give the City a bad image and have forced it to
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institute self-regulatory provisions in order to tighten the controls on
financial dealings.

But some critics have argued for stronger independent supervision of
the City’s business. The Labour government, although now more friendly
towards the business world than in the past, created a watchdog (the
Financial Services Authority) in 2000 and a Financial Ombudsman in 2001
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to oversee all financial dealings. But these institutions have been criticized
for their lack of adequate control. It is also argued that the City should be
more nationally and socially conscious and forced to invest in British
industry rather than overseas. The City insists that it should be allowed to
invest how and where it likes in order to make a profit. However, it seems
that City organizations are conscious of the negative criticisms and are
prepared to put their houses in order.

The composition of those who create and control wealth in Britain
has changed since the Second World War. Bankers, aristocrats, land-
owners and industrialists were the richest people in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century. Today the most affluent are retailers and those who
service the consumer society, although holders of inherited wealth are still
numerous. Many millionaires are self-made, with lower-middle-class and
working-class backgrounds.

The Labour Party in opposition felt that anyone earning more than
£27,000 a year should be classified as rich (and taxed accordingly), while
polls suggest that the public considers earnings above £30,000 a year to be
reasonable wealth. Talking about what one earns and about money gener-
ally has been traditionally regarded as unseemly in Britain and too much
involved with the cruder elements of existence and survival. But this
mentality has slowly changed, particularly since the expansion of the busi-
ness and money markets.

Industrial and commercial institutions

The trade unions

Trade unions obtained legal recognition in 1871 after long and bitter strug-
gles. The fight for the right of workers to organize themselves originated
in the trade guilds of the fourteenth century and later in social clubs 
which were formed to give their members protection against sickness and
unemployment.

The modern trade unions are associated (if no longer closely) with
the Labour Party and campaign for better pay, working and health condi-
tions for their members. The trade union movement is highly organized,
with a membership of 7.1 million people. But this is a fall from 12 million
in 1978.

Today there are some 243 trade unions and professional associations
of workers, which vary considerably in size and influence. They represent
not only skilled and unskilled workers in industry but also white-collar
workers in a range of businesses, companies and local and central govern-
ment. Other professional associations such as the Law Society, the Police
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Federation and the British Medical Association carry out similar represen-
tational roles for their members.

Members of trade unions pay annual subscriptions to their unions
and frequently to the Labour Party, unless they elect not to pay this latter
amount. The funding provides for union activities and services, such as
legal, monetary and professional help. The richer unions are able to give
strike pay to members who are taking part in ‘official strikes’, which are
those legally sanctioned by members. Trade unions vary in their wealth and
in their political orientation, ranging from the left to the right wing of the
political spectrum.

Some unions admit as members only those people who work in a
specific job, such as miners or teachers. Other unions comprise workers
who are employed in different areas of industry or commerce, such as the
Transport and General Workers’ Union. Some unions have joined with
others in similar fields to form new unions, such as Unison (public service
workers) which is now the largest in Britain with 1.4 million members.
Workers may choose, without victimization, whether they want to belong
to a particular union or none at all.

Many trade unions are affiliated to the Trades Union Congress (TUC),
which was founded in 1868, serves as an umbrella organization to co-ordi-
nate trade union interests and tries to promote worker co-operation. It can
exert some pressure on government and seeks to extend its contacts in
industry and commerce and with employers as well as workers.

But the influence of the TUC and trade unions (as well as their
membership) has declined. This is due to unemployment; changing attitudes
to trade unions by workers; the reduction and restructuring of industry;
and Conservative legislation. Laws were passed to enforce secret voting 
by union members before strikes can be legally called and for the election
of union officials. The number of pickets (union strikers) allowed outside
business premises has been reduced, secondary (or sympathy) action by
other unionists is banned and unions may be fined by the courts if they
transgress legislation. Such laws (which the Labour government accept) 
and the economic climate have forced trade unions to be more realistic in
their wage demands. But pay claims are escalating again and there are also
arrangements for legal recognition of unions in those workplaces where a
majority of workers want them and for consultation with workers in
matters such as redundancy.

Legislation has controlled extreme union practices and introduced
democratic procedures into union activities. The grassroots membership
has become more independent of union bosses and activists; is more deter-
mined to represent its own wishes; and is concerned to cure abuses in the
labour movement. The initiative in industry has shifted to employers and
moderate unions, who have been moving away from the traditional ‘class-
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war’ image of unionism and are accepting new technology and working
patterns in an attempt to improve competitiveness and productivity.

Public opinion polls in the past found that, while a large majority of
respondents believed that unions are essential to protect workers’ interests,
a sizeable number felt that unions had too much power in Britain and that
they were dominated by extremists. Half of trade unionists themselves
agreed with this latter point of view and half disagreed. The concern over
trade unions and their close relationship with Labour governments has
declined in recent years.

Strike action by unions can be damaging to the economy and has been
used as an economic and political weapon in the past. In some cases, strikes
are seen as legitimate and find public support. But others, which are clearly
political, are unpopular and are rejected. Britain historically seemed to be
prone to industrial disputes. However, statistics show that fewer working
days are lost in Britain each year than in other industrial nations, although
the number has increased recently. On average, most manufacturing plants
and businesses are free of strikes, and media coverage is often responsible
for giving a distorted picture of industrial relations.

Industrial problems should be placed in the context of financial
rewards. Britain has a low-wage economy, compared with major European
countries, although the Labour government has set a minimum wage of
£4.61 an hour to help the lowest-paid workers over twenty-one, to the
dismay of many companies. The average gross weekly wage in 2000 was
£411 per week. Many workers (women at £338) receive less than this.
Personal income is taxed at 10 per cent for the first £2,000 of taxable
income, 22 per cent up to £28,000 and 40 per cent above this figure. The
British tend to believe that they are over-taxed. But their basic and top rates
of taxation are in fact lower than in many other western countries. How-
ever, the Labour government has significantly raised indirect or ‘stealth’
taxes, and income tax may increase to pay for public services.

Employers’ organizations

There are some 101 employers’ and managers’ associations in Britain,
which are mainly associated with companies in the private sector. They
promote good industrial relations between businesses and their workforces;
try to settle disputes; and offer legal and professional advice.

Most are members of the Confederation of British Industry (CBI). 
This umbrella body represents its members nationally; negotiates on their
behalf with government and the TUC; campaigns for greater investment 
and innovation in industry and technology; and is often more sympa-
thetic to Conservative governments than Labour ones. However, it can 
be very critical of Conservative policies. It also acts as a public-relations
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organization; relays the employers’ points of view to the public; and has
considerable economic influence and authority.

Industrial relations

Complaints are often raised about the quality of industrial relations in
Britain. This has tended to be confrontational rather than co-operative and
based on notions of ‘class warfare’ and ‘us-and-them’. Trade union leaders
can be extremist and stubborn in pursuing their members’ interests. But the
performance of management and employers is also criticized. Insensitive
managers can be responsible for strikes arising in the first place, and rela-
tions between management and workers still leave much to be desired
although industrial unrest is not as common as it once was. Opinion polls
have found that a majority of respondents believe that bad management is
more to blame than the unions for poor industrial relations and Britain’s
economic problems.

The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS)

ACAS is an independent, government-financed organization, which was
created in 1974 to improve industrial relations. It may provide, if requested,
advice, conciliation and arbitration services for the parties involved in a
dispute. But ACAS does not have binding power and the parties may disre-
gard its advice and solutions. Industrial relations in Britain consist of free
collective bargaining between employers and workers. It has been argued
that arbitration should be made compulsory and that findings should be
binding on the parties. However, strike action is not illegal for most
workers if legally called and the government has no power to intervene.
Nevertheless, ACAS has performed much valuable work and has been
responsible for settling many disputes.

ACAS also oversees the operation of employment law and abuses of
workers’ rights under legislation. These may involve complaints of unfair
and unlawful dismissal; claims under Equal Pay Acts; grievances under Sex
Discrimination Acts; and unlawful discrimination under Race Relations
Acts. There is now a large body of employment and regulatory law, which
makes conditions of work more secure and less arbitrary than they have
been in the past, particularly in the cases of women, ethnic minorities and
the low-paid. But there is still concern about the real effectiveness of such
legislation.
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Consumer protection

In a competitive market, consumers should have a choice of goods and
services; information to make choices; and laws to safeguard their pur-
chases. Statutory protection for consumers has grown steadily in Britain
and is harmonized with European Union law. The public can complain to
tribunals and the courts about unfair trading practices, dangerous and
unsafe goods, misrepresentation, bad service, misleading advertising and
personal injuries resulting from defective products.

The Office of Fair Trading is a government department which over-
sees the consumer behaviour of trade and industry. It promotes fair trading,
protects consumers, suggests legislation to government and has improved
consumer awareness. It has drawn up codes of practice with many indus-
trial and commercial organizations; keeps a close watch for any breaches
of the codes; and publishes its findings, often to the embarrassment of the
manufacturers and companies concerned.

Organizations which provide help on consumer affairs at the local
level are Citizens Advice Bureaux, Consumer Advice Centres and consumer
protection departments of local councils. Private consumer-protection
groups, which investigate complaints and grievances, also exist in some
localities.

The independent National Consumer Council monitors consumers’
attitudes, although its effectiveness is queried. A more active body is the
Consumers’ Association. Its magazine Which? champions the consumer
and applies rigorous tests to anything from television sets to insurance and
estate agents. Which? is the ‘buyers’ bible’ and its reports have raised the
standards of commercial products and services in Britain.

Much still needs to be reformed in the consumer field, such as cowboy
builders preying on gullible consumers and mis-selling by financial organi-
zations, to achieve minimum standards and adequate protection. But there
are signs that a British reluctance to complain about goods and services is
breaking down as litigation and compensation claims increase.

Attitudes to the economy

Opinion polls echo the changing economic climate. The electorate was
dissatisfied with the Conservative government in the mid-1990s, despite a
booming economy. General elections in 1997 and 2001 showed that voters
were willing to trust the Labour Party to run the economy efficiently
because it had adopted centrist, pragmatic and low-taxation policies. But
polls in 2000 and 2001 showed disillusionment with the Labour govern-
ment on public service issues.
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The economy still concerns British people in areas such as unem-
ployment, industrial decline, inflation, interest rates, prices and taxation.
Polls suggest that, in a mobile and deregulated market, job security (or the
ability to get another job if one is lost) is a priority of job seekers, ranked
ahead of work satisfaction, promotion and working conditions. Britain also
has a reputation as a country of workaholics, where people work the
longest hours in Europe (despite an EU maximum working week of 48
hours which will probably be obligatory in 2003). This may be out of
choice, enjoyment, ambition, coercion or desperation not to lose one’s job.
However, it seems that a majority of British people are very or fairly satis-
fied with their jobs and only a small minority are either fairly or very
dissatisfied.

A CBI poll in 2001 showed that flexible working was now a key part
of British employment patterns: 81 per cent of businesses use part-time
workers; 62 per cent operated subcontracting; and 39 per cent use tele-
working to allow their employees to work at home for at least some of the
time.

Nevertheless, respondents to polls believe that business and economic
arrangements in Britain are unfair; the values of managers and workers are
opposed; the country’s wealth is unfairly distributed; this favours the
owners and the rich at the expense of employees and the poor; the gap
between rich and poor is growing; there are no longer ‘jobs for life’ and
businesses do not care about the community, the environment or
customers. It is felt that workers should be given more control over and
say in the organization of their workplaces (now covered by the Social
Chapter of the Maastrict Treaty).

A MORI Corporate Image survey in August 2001 showed that 
public hostility towards profitability and business success had waned
slightly after rising from 1980 to 1999. In 1999 only 25 per cent of respon-
dents supported corporate profit while 52 per cent were against. In 2001
the figures were 29 per cent and 43 per cent respectively. Stakeholders or
shareholders want their companies to make a profit but not at the expense
of their staff or the community. The public now thinks that caring for
employees should be the top priority for business. Providing more jobs, 
the safety of workers and the training of the workforce are also more
emphasized.

It is often argued that Britain’s economic ills are due to cultural
factors and attitudes. Traditionally, educated and upper-class people were
reluctant to enter trade and industry; the workforce has a lower produc-
tivity rate than comparable competitors; there has been insufficient
investment in industry and training; management is weak and unprofes-
sional; and there has been too little investment in and encouragement of
the technical, scientific and research fields.
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But a MORI/British Council poll in 1999 found that 81 per cent of
overseas respondents rated British goods and services as ‘good’ overall and
74 per cent thought that British managers are good. However, the country
ranks behind the USA, Japan and Germany when it comes to having world-
beating companies, and British business is seen as too risk-averse.

Explain and examine the following terms:

diversify privatization GDP invisible exports
merger Lloyd’s shares balance of payments
private sector deficit TUC service industries
ACAS Canary Wharf HBSC ‘market economy’
the City inflation Which? mixed economy
devaluation Stock Exchange CBI deregulation
monopoly Clause 4 ERM deindustrialization

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Examine modern British economic policies and performance.
2 Discuss the role of the trade unions in British life.
3 Consider the financial institutions in Britain. Should they be more closely

regulated by government? If so, why?

Booth, A. (2001) The British Economy in the Twentieth Century London: Palgrave

Buxton, T., Chapman, P. and Temple, P. (1997) Britain’s Economic Performance London:
Routledge

Gregg, P. and Wadsworth, J (eds) (1999) The State of Working Britain Manchester:
Manchester University Press

McIlroy, J. (1995) Trade Unions in Britain Today Manchester: Manchester University
Press
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Exercises ❖

Further reading �



Department of Trade and Industry: www.dti.gov.uk

HM Treasury: www.hm-treasury.gov.uk

National Statistics: www.statistics.gov.uk

British Trade International: www.brittrade.com

Bank of England: www.bankofengland.co.uk

Financial Services Authority: www.fsa.gov.uk

Lloyd’s of London: www.lloydsoflondon.co.uk

Confederation of British Industry: www.cbi.org.uk

Trades Union Congress: www.tuc.org.uk

Business in the Community: www.bitc.org.uk

The Industrial Society: www.indsoc.co.uk
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ST A T E  P R O V I S I O N  F O R  S O C I A L  S E C U R I T Y , health care, personal
social services and housing are very much taken for granted by the

British today. They also feature prominently in lists of people’s concerns
and directly affect the daily lives of Britons of all ages. But it was not until
the 1940s that the state accepted overall responsibility for providing basic
help nationally for all its citizens. Previously, there had been few such facil-
ities and it was felt that the state was not obliged to supply social services.
British social amenities developed considerably from the mid twentieth
century as society and government policies changed. They are now divided
between state (public) and private sectors.

The state provides services and benefits for the sick, retired, disabled,
elderly, needy and unemployed. They are organized by devolved and local
authorities throughout Britain under the central direction of the UK
Department of Health and the Department of Work and Pensions. The
costs of this welfare state are funded mainly by taxation and partly by a
National Insurance Fund to which employers and employees contribute.

In the private sector, social and health services are financed by
personal insurance schemes and by those people able to pay for such facil-
ities out of their own income or capital. There are also many voluntary
organizations which continue the tradition of charitable help for the needy
and depend for their funding upon donations from the public.

Conservative governments (1979–97) introduced reforms in the state
sector in order to reduce expenditure, improve efficiency, encourage more
self-provision and target benefits to those most in need. Such policies were
widely attacked and it was argued that they were based on a market orien-
tation and a return to the old mentality on social services.

The Labour government since 1997 has also tried to reform the
hugely expensive welfare state by encouraging people to insure themselves
against unemployment and sickness and to provide for their own pensions
and care in old age. It has introduced reforms to help families, reduce
poverty and exclusion, and made efforts to get the unemployed into work.

These policy changes suggest that the state in future may be unable
(or unwilling) to meet the financial costs of social services without increases
in income tax. People are being encouraged to build their own welfare

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

166 Social services



plans, and government’s role may lie in directing such aid rather than its
funding and provision. This shows the difficulty of reconciling public
services demand with a ‘market economy’ and of deciding how much
dependence there should be upon the state. The Labour government also
intends to involve the private sector more in the provision and manage-
ment of public services. But there is public and trade union opposition to
this policy, which is generally perceived as the ‘privatization’ of social
services.

Social services history

Historically, state social services were non-existent for most of the British
population. The churches, charities, the rural feudal system and town guilds
(organizations of skilled craftsmen) did give some protection against
poverty, illness and unemployment. But this help was limited in its appli-
cation and effect. Most people were therefore thrown upon their own
resources, which were often minimal, in order to survive.

In Elizabeth II’s reign (1558–1603), a Poor Law was established in
England, by which the state took over the organization of charity provi-
sions from the church. Similar schemes existed in Wales, Scotland and
Ireland. They operated at the local level, and parishes were responsible for
their poor, sick and unemployed, providing housing, help and work relief.
The Poor Law was the start of state social legislation throughout Britain.
But it was grudging, limited in its effects and discouraged people from
relying on it. Poverty and need were considered to be the result of an
unwillingness to work and provide for oneself. The state was not supposed
to have extensive responsibility for social services.

These attitudes persisted in later centuries. But urban and rural
poverty and need continued. Conditions worsened in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries under the industrial revolutions as the population
increased rapidly. The urban workforce had to work long hours in often
bad conditions in low-quality factories for low wages. Families frequently
inhabited slums of overcrowded, back-to-back dwellings which lacked
adequate sewerage, heating or ventilation. The situation of many rural agri-
cultural workers was just as bad.

Public health became an inevitable problem, and the poor conditions
resulted in infectious epidemics in the nineteenth century, such as diphthe-
ria, typhoid, tuberculosis and smallpox. Some diseases remained endemic in
the British population into the twentieth century because of bad housing
and the lack of adequate health and social facilities.

The old Poor Law was replaced by the Poor Law Amendment Act of
1834 in England and Wales (later in Scotland). This was designed to
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prevent the alleged abuse of parish social relief. It created a system of work-
houses in which the destitute and needy could live. But the workhouses
were unpleasant places and people were discouraged from relying upon
them. They were dreaded by the poor and accepted as a last alternative
only when all else failed. Since nineteenth-century Britain was subject to
economic slumps and unemployment, the workhouse system resulted in
misery and the separation of families.

Successive governments until the nineteenth century also refused to
allow workers to organize themselves into trade unions, through which
they might agitate against their working and living conditions. This forced
workers into establishing their own social and self-help clubs in order to
provide basic protection for themselves. Some employers were more benev-
olent than others and provided good housing and health facilities for their
workforces. But these examples were few, and life continued to be harsh
for many people.

The social misery of the nineteenth century persuaded some towns to
establish local boards to control public health and initiate health schemes.
But a public health apparatus was not created until 1848 and an effective
national system was not in place until 1875. Other legislation was passed
to clear slum areas, but large-scale clearance was not achieved until the
middle of the twentieth century. Reforms relating to housing, health,
factory and mine conditions, sanitation and sewerage, town planning and
trade unionism were implemented in the nineteenth century. But they were
limited in their effects and have been described as paternalistic in their
intention.

The social welfare problems of the nineteenth century were consid-
erable, and the state’s failure to provide major help against illness,
unemployment and poverty made the situation worse. Social reformers,
who promoted legislation which gave some relief from the effects of nine-
teenth-century industrialization, had to struggle against the apathy and
hostility of vested interests in Parliament and the country.

However, small victories had been won and it was slowly admitted, if
not universally, in the early twentieth century that the state had social
responsibility for the whole of society. The progressive Liberal government
between 1906 and 1914 introduced reform programmes on old age pen-
sions, national insurance, health, employment and trade unionism. These
formed the basic structures of the future welfare state. But they affected 
only a minority of people, and the state was unwilling or unable to intro-
duce further provisions in the early twentieth century. The financial and
physical exhaustion resulting from the 1914–18 World War and the eco-
nomic crises of the 1920s and 1930s halted social services expansion.

But the underlying need for more state help continued. The model for
a welfare state appeared in the Beveridge Report of 1942. It recommended
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that a comprehensive system of Social Security and free health care for all
should be established to overcome suffering and need. It was intended that
the system would be largely financed by a national insurance scheme, to
which workers would contribute, and out of which they and their families
would receive benefits when required. Although Conservative governments
passed some of the legislation to implement these proposals, it was the
Labour government from 1945 to 1951 that radically altered the social and
health systems and created the present welfare state.

Changing family and demographic structures

The provision of contemporary social services, in both public and private
sectors, is conditioned by changes in family structures, demographic factors
(such as increases in life expectancy and an ageing population), govern-
mental responses to social needs and the availability and cost of services.

It is argued that, as new social structures have emerged, the tradi-
tional British family is falling apart; failing to provide for its elderly and
disabled; suffering from social and moral problems; lacking parenting
skills; and looking automatically to the state for support. The nuclear
family (two parents and children living together) has been reduced, but it
still accounts for a majority of households.

Marriage has decreased in popularity in Britain and in 2000 it
accounted for 55 per cent of the adult population. In 1998 there were
305,000 marriages (one of the lowest annual figures in the twentieth
century) and two in five of these were remarriages of one or both parties.
Only a quarter of first marriages now have a religious ceremony, while
most remarriages are civil. More people are delaying marriage until their
late twenties (average age twenty-eight for men and twenty-six for women)
for a variety of reasons, such as career considerations.

Statisticians predict that, for the first time since 1801, married couples
will in future be outnumbered by those people who never marry. The
number of married adults will fall from 55 per cent at present to 48 per
cent by 2011 and 45 per cent by 2021. The proportion of unmarried men
will increase more than the proportion of unmarried women; the rise in
cohabiting couples (heterosexual or lesbian and gay couples living together
outside marriage) will not compensate for the decrease in married couples;
and divorce rates will decline correspondingly.

This suggests that many more adults will be living alone. There has
already been a significant increase in one-person households with no chil-
dren. These are people of all ages who live alone and may be unmarried,
divorced, separated, widows or widowers. They are nearly one in three 
(29 per cent) of all households, more than double the proportion in 1961.
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Four out of ten marriages end in divorce, although there was a
decrease in 1998 to 12.9 per 1,000 married people. Britain has the highest
divorce rate in the European Union; remarriages are at greater risk than first
marriages; and people who marry under twenty-one are the most suscept-
ible to divorce. The average length of marriages ending in divorce is ten
years; the average divorce age is thirty-seven for women and thirty-nine for
men; and divorce affects a considerable number of children under sixteen.
The trauma is increased by the confrontational nature of the divorce sys-
tem, with conflicts over property, financial support and custody of children.

Over the past twenty years, there has been a big increase in cohabita-
tion. There are 1.6 million cohabiting couples in England and Wales and
the number is expected to rise to 2.93 million over the next twenty-five
years. Many of these relationships are stable and long term and eight out
of ten resulting births are registered by both parents, rather than by one as
many previously were.

Non-matrial (or illegitimate) births arising from cohabitation and
single mothers are 39 per cent of live births. This (particularly the number
of under-eighteen mothers which is the highest in Europe) has caused
controversy on moral and cost grounds. Illegitimacy retains some of its old
stigma. But the legal standing of such children has been improved by
removing restrictions in areas such as inheritance.

There were 700,000 live births in Britain in 1999 which outnumbered
deaths at 629,000. But the average family size has declined and is below
2.1 children per family, or the level necessary to replace the population in
the long term. Family size is expected to decline to 1.8 children per woman
for women born after 1970 and pensioners will exceed the number of chil-
dren in the population by 2008.

There are several reasons for the low birth rate. Child-bearing is being
delayed, with women having their first child on average at twenty-eight.
Some women are delaying even longer for educational and career reasons,
and there has been an increase in the number of single women and married
couples who choose to remain childless, or to limit their families. Contra-
ception has become more widespread, voluntary sterilization of both sexes
is more common and legal abortions have increased.

Increased divorce and individual lifestyles have led to a threefold
growth in the number of one-parent families with dependent children since
1961. It is estimated that some 2 million children are being raised in 1.3
million one-parent units (22 per cent of all families with dependent chil-
dren), where 89 per cent of the parents are women. Of the women bringing
up one-parent families 16 per cent are single, 34 per cent are divorced, 
22 per cent are separated and 17 per cent are widowed. Many of these
families (with the highest proportion being in inner London) often have
reduced living standards and are dependent upon Social Security benefits.
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The proportion of married women in employment is now some 49
per cent, more women are returning to work more quickly after the birth
of a child and women make up 45 per cent of the workforce. But although
Britain has a high percentage of working mothers and wives, provisions for
maternity leave and child-care are the lowest in Europe.

The nuclear, one-parent and cohabiting family units have to cope with
increased demands upon them, which may entail considerable personal
sacrifice. Families carry out most of the caring roles in British society, rather
than state professionals. Only 5 per cent of people over sixty-five and 7 per
cent of disabled adults live in state or private institutions. Most handi-
capped children and adults are cared for by their families and most of the
elderly are cared for by families or live alone. This is a saving to the state
without which the cost of state health and welfare care would rise. But the
burden upon families will grow as the population becomes more elderly,
state provision is reduced and the disabled (6 million adults) and disad-
vantaged increase in numbers. There are demands that more government
aid should be given to carers, families and local authorities to lighten their
burden.

Some one in six of the population are now over sixty-five and 7 per
cent are over seventy-five. Life expectancy of men is 75 years and women
eighty years, so that there are more women among the elderly. However,
the number of older people in the population is expected to grow less
quickly than in recent years.

The picture that emerges from these statistics is one of smaller fami-
lies; more people living alone; an increase in one-parent families and
non-matrial births; high divorce rates; more people living longer and
contributing to an ageing population; more working mothers and wives;
more cohabiting couples; and a decrease in marriage. These features influ-
ence the contemporary state and private provisions for Social Security,
health, social services and housing.

Social Security

The Social Security system provides benefits for British people and is oper-
ated by Department of Work and Pensions agencies throughout the
country. It is the government’s most expensive programme (30 per cent of
public spending – £101 billion) and is financed from taxation and contri-
butions by employers and workers over sixteen to the National Insurance
Fund.

This means that Social Security gives benefits to workers who pay
contributions to the National Insurance Fund; income-related benefits to
people who have no income or whose income falls below certain levels and
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who need assistance; and other benefits which are conditional on disability
or family needs, such as non-contributory Disability and Attendance
Allowances.

The contributory system gives, for example, state retirement pensions
for women at sixty and men at sixty-five (to be equalized at sixty-five from
2010); maternity pay for pregnant working women; sick pay or incapacity
benefit for people who are absent from work because of illness or who
become incapable of work; and a Jobseeker’s Allowance for those who
become unemployed (dependent upon their actively seeking work).

Income-related benefits are also provided by the state. For example,
Income Support depends upon savings and capital and is given to some 
5.6 million people in financial need, such as one-parent families, the 
elderly and long-term sick, disabled and unemployed. It covers basic living
requirements, although the sums are relatively low. It also includes free
prescription drugs, dental treatment, opticians’ services and children’s
school meals. The Working Families’ Tax Credit is a benefit whereby fami-
lies with children and at least one parent in low-paid work receive a tax
credit through workers’ pay packets to increase their earnings. It includes
the same extra benefits as Income Support and is dependent upon income,
savings and capital. Housing Benefit is paid to people on Income Support
and other low-income claimants (4.2 million in 2001) and covers the cost
of rented accommodation. A tax-free Child Benefit (£15 per week for the
eldest child and £10 for other children) is paid to each mother for each of
her children up to the age of eighteen, irrespective of family income.

In the past, people in great need were also able to claim non-contrib-
utory single payments, such as the cost of clothes, cookers and children’s
shoes, in the form of grants or loans. But these have now been sharply cut
and replaced by a Social Fund, to which people have to apply. The Fund
is being applied restrictively and has been widely attacked as an example
of government’s alleged reduction of Social Security aid.

Social Security does provide a degree of security. It is supposed to be
a safety-net against urgent needs, but this does not prevent hardship. Some
27 per cent of British people are on income-related benefits of one kind or
another. It is also estimated that a quarter of the population (including 
4.5 million children) exist on the poverty line, which is sometimes measured
as half the average national income. But accurate figures of poverty are
difficult to find, because of the variable presentation of official statistics
and because there are different definitions of what constitutes poverty.

Social Security is very expensive and will become more so as the popu-
lation ages and as the numbers of the sick, poor, disadvantaged and
unemployed persist. It is very complicated with its array of benefits and
subject to fraud, particularly in the cases of Income Support and Housing
Benefit.
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The Labour government is trying to reform the system, attack fraud,
cut expense and reduce benefits while still preserving the safety-net commit-
ment and targeting those people with the greatest needs. It is committed to
reducing poverty and exclusion. But it is also concerned that people should
look after themselves more, without automatic recourse to the state for help
and that they should seek employment more actively. They are encouraged
to take out pensions (such as the new government-backed Stakeholder
Pension) to add to their (relatively low) state pensions and to insure
privately against health and other costs. But the inadequate record of the
insurance companies in these areas has been criticized.

It is argued that such reforms mean a real reduction in Social Security,
particularly the Social Fund, Housing Benefit, Income Support, Disability
Allowance and unemployment aid. The young unemployed between sixteen
and eighteen are now ineligible for benefits until they are eighteen and must
follow training or education programmes. But the Labour government
argues that the cost of Social Security is unsustainable and wants to
encourage greater self-provision through work rather than dependency.
However, it is difficult to create a simple and fair system which protects
the genuinely needy and also encourages people to become more self-reliant
and independent.

The National Health Service (NHS)

A Labour government created the National Health Service (NHS) in 1947.
It was based on the Beveridge Report recommendations and replaced a pri-
vate system of payment for health care by one of free treatment for all. The
medical profession wished to retain private medicine and opposed the estab-
lishment of the NHS. But this was countered by the Labour government.

The NHS was originally intended to be completely free, and this ideal,
to a large extent, has been achieved. Hospital and most medical treatment
under the NHS is free for British and EU citizens. The NHS provides a
range of medical and dental services for the whole country based on hospi-
tals, doctors, dentists, nurses, midwives, ambulance services, blood
transfusion and other health facilities.

But some charges are now made. For example, prescriptions, which
are written notes from a doctor enabling patients to obtain drugs from a
chemist, have to be paid for, as do some dental work, dental checks and
eye tests. Such payments are dependent upon employment status, age and
income. Children under sixteen, people on Social Security benefits and old
age pensioners receive free prescriptions.

The NHS is financed from taxation. It costs £43.4 billion per year
(15 per cent of government spending) and the NHS is the biggest single
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employer of labour in Western Europe. Yet state health expenditure in
Britain is only 6 per cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) and lower
than in many other major western countries, which have a greater mixture
of the public and the private in their total health spending.

The UK government is responsible for the NHS through the
Department of Health in England and devolved bodies in Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland. At a lower level, the NHS used to be administered
by local health authorities in England and Wales and health councils in
Scotland and Northern Ireland. They identified the general healthcare needs
of the people living in their area and secured hospital and community health
services. But their functions are being changed.

The structure has now been more localized because the Labour
government has created Primary Care Groups, controlling two-thirds of
NHS budgets at local level. These bodies comprise health professionals
(such as doctors) and hospitals; work with the local health authorities; and
determine patient services. The aim is to achieve a system of integrated care
by frontline medical professionals which is direct and effective.

Doctors

Most people who require healthcare will first consult their local NHS-
funded doctor, who is a GP or non-specialist general practitioner: of these
there are about 35,000 in Britain. Doctors have an average of about 2,000
registered patients on their panel (or list of names), although they will see
only a small percentage of these on a regular basis. The majority of GPs
are now members of group practices, where they share larger premises,
services and equipment. However, a patient will usually be on the panel of
one particular doctor, who will often be a personal choice. An alternative
to seeing a doctor is to make use of the new NHS Direct service, which
allows one to seek advice on the telephone from nurses. There are
conflicting reports on this service’s effectiveness.

Hospitals

If patients require further treatment or examination, the GP refers them to
specialists and consultants, normally at local NHS hospitals (or NHS
Trusts). NHS Trust hospitals are funded by contracts with the local Primary
Care Groups. But they are ‘self-governing’ and largely manage their own
affairs. These hospitals have about 370,000 beds and provide medical,
dental, nursing and midwifery staff. Britain has some very modern hospi-
tals and facilities, and more hospitals are being constructed. But it also has
many buildings which were erected in the nineteenth century and which
are in urgent need of modernization and repair. There is a shortage of beds
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in some hospitals, wards and hospitals are being closed, and waiting times
for admission to hospital as well as for treatment in accident and emer-
gency departments increased in 2001. The blame for this situation is
variously placed on spending cuts, a government unwillingness to spend
more money on health or managerial inability to organize the funds which
do exist.

The state of the NHS

The NHS has an ambivalent position in the public mind. On the one hand,
it is praised for its work as a free service and its achievements. It is consid-
ered a success in terms of consumer demand. Today people are in general
receiving help when they need it and many who would previously have died
or suffered are surviving and being cared for. Standards of living and medi-
cine have risen, better diets have been devised and there is a greater health
awareness in the population at large.

On the other hand, the NHS is criticized for its alleged inefficiency,
inadequate standards, treatment discrepancies throughout the country and
bureaucracy. Its objectives are considered too ambitious for the money
spent on it. The media constantly draw attention to shortcomings and fore-
cast breakdown. Workers in the NHS, such as doctors, nurses and
non-medical staff, complain about low pay, long hours, management weak-
nesses, levels of staffing (with a severe shortage of doctors and nurses) and
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cuts in services. Such critics often seem to suggest that many of the prob-
lems could be solved simply by injecting more finance into the NHS.

Rising costs and increased demand arguably contribute to alleged
underfunding. The NHS is in many ways a victim of its own success and
of the demands that the British place upon it as of right. It is inevitable
that a free, consumer-led service will require increasing levels of expendi-
ture, better management of existing resources or alternative funding. Yet
despite problems and undoubted pressures, much of the NHS works well
and gives value for the money spent on it.

There are many suggestions as to how the NHS can be improved.
Increasing government spending on the NHS may increase taxation.
Charges could be made for some services, but this hits the principle of free
health care, although a MORI poll in May 2001 showed that 66 per cent
of respondents were prepared to pay for some NHS care if it meant an
overall better service. Better management of existing funds might make
some savings, but not enough. Combining a public service with private
insurance would not include poorer people, who would still depend upon
a free NHS. The Labour government is trying to involve the private sector
more closely in the running of the NHS through Public–Private Partner-
ships. But many people regard this as privatization of the NHS. The
government is committed to raising NHS spending to European levels;
cutting down management costs; transferring money to medical care and
staff; and reorganizing NHS administration. But the public see little actual
improvement in the NHS and according to polls in 2000 and 2001 are
disillusioned with Labour’s attempts to revitalize it. However, the World
Health Organization in August 2001 ranked Britain as 24th out of 191
countries in terms of the efficiency of international health systems, above
countries such as Germany, the USA and Denmark.

The private medical sector

It is argued that health care should not be a question of who can pay for
it, but a responsibility of the state. However, the public sector has prob-
lems, and attempts have been made to involve the private sector in
providing health care.

The previous Conservative government encouraged the growth of
private health institutions, private medical insurance and partnership
between the public and private sectors on a commercial basis. Its Private
Finance Initiative allowed new health facilities to be built, maintained and
owned by the private sector. These are then leased to the NHS, which
provides clinical services and controls planning and clinical decisions. The
Conservatives saw the private sector as complementary to the NHS. It
would release pressure on state funds; give choice to patients; allow the
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sharing of medical resources; provide flexible services; result in cost-
effective co-operation with the NHS; and allow treatment of NHS patients
at public expense in the private sector.

The Labour government, in a reversal of old Labour ideology, has
embraced these ideas. It has an agreement with private healthcare providers
to enable the NHS to make better use of facilities in private hospitals. Some
NHS hospitals share expensive equipment with private hospitals, and NHS
patients are treated (at public expense) in the private sector when it repre-
sents value for money. But the scale of private practice in relation to the
NHS is small. Much private treatment is confined to minor medical cases,
and expensive, long-term care is still carried out by the NHS.

A quarter of patients pay for private health care out of their income
or capital. Some 6.9 million other individuals and 4.8 million people in
company plans are covered by private medical insurance taken out with
businesses such as the British United Provident Association (BUPA).
Concern about waiting lists and standards of health care in the NHS
persuade many to take out such insurance. The insurance policy pays for
private care either in private hospitals and clinics, or in NHS hospitals
which provide ‘pay-beds’ (beds for the use of paying patients, which still
exist in NHS hospitals and were a concession in 1946 to those doctors who
agreed to join the NHS but who wished to keep a number of private
patients). A Consumers’ Association report in August 2001 found that 40
per cent of respondents would consider going private to avoid lengthy NHS
queues. But 84 per cent did not have medical insurance and many are likely
to be deterred by the rising costs of insurance premiums and private treat-
ment.

The personal social services

The social services provide facilities in the community for assisting people
such as the elderly, the disabled, the mentally ill, families, children and
young people. Trained staff, such as district visitors and social workers,
cater for these personal needs. The services are organized by local govern-
ment authorities with central government funding (£10 billion in England).
But it is argued that social services need extra money to address the prob-
lems that they face.

An increasing pressure is being put upon the social services, families
and carers as the elderly population grows and the ranks of the disadvan-
taged rise. For example, the number of public residential and nursing homes
for the elderly is insufficient for the demand, and some private homes close
because of cost. In both cases, people may be forced to sell their homes to
cover the expense. Care services for the elderly and infirm face a severe
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staff shortage unless higher pay and better training for care workers are
introduced.

The previous Conservative goverment introduced a ‘Care in the
Community’ programme, parts of which are being developed by the Labour
government. The aim is to give financial and material support to families
and carers looking after elderly or disabled relatives in the latters’ own
homes, or for handicapped children and adults in the family home. It also
allows mental hospital patients who do not need constant care to be moved
to the community under social services supervision and for some elderly
and disabled people to be cared for in their own homes by social services.
The aim is to prevent the institutionalization of people and to give them
independence.

The scheme is financed by central government and operated by local
government authorities. But it has had difficulties, for example mentally ill
and handicapped patients becoming homeless or housed in inadequate
temporary accommodation and elderly people receiving inadequate atten-
tion and help. It is argued that local authorities need more support and
that a greater awareness of implementation problems is required if the
policy is to be more successful.

The personal social services also cater for people with learning disabil-
ities, give help to families and provide day care facilities for children.
Children in need are also supposed to be protected in residential care
accommodation, and local authorities facilitate fostering and adoption
services. But there have been a number of serious cases in recent years
which have focused on abuse in children’s homes.

The private social services (voluntary) sector

While there were substantial improvements in state social services in the
twentieth century, there is still a shortage of finance and resources to
support the needy in a comprehensive fashion. It is therefore important that
voluntary charities and agencies have continued. They are a complemen-
tary welfare service to the state facilities and provide an essential element
in the total aid pattern. The state system would be unable to cover all needs
without them.

Most of the voluntary agencies have charitable status, which means
that they receive tax concessions on their income, but receive no (or very
little) financial support from the state. However, some groups, such as those
dealing with drug and alcohol addiction, do receive financial grants from
central and local government. There are many thousands of voluntary orga-
nizations in Britain, operating at national and local levels and varying
considerably in size. Some are small and collect limited amounts of money
from the public. Others are very large, have professional staffs and receive
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millions of pounds from many different sources. Some groups, such as
Oxfam (for the relief of famine) and the Save the Children Fund, have now
become international organizations.

The following are examples of the voluntary agencies. Barnado’s
provides care and help for needy children; The Church of England
Children’s Society cares for children in need and is Britain’s largest adop-
tion agency; the Cancer Research Fund gathers finance and carries out
research into potential cures for cancer; the People’s Dispensary for Sick
Animals (PDSA) provides medical and veterinary aid for people’s pets; the
Samaritans give telephone help to the suicidal; women’s groups have
founded refuges for abused women; and Help the Aged campaigns for the
elderly.

Housing

Housing in Britain is divided into public and private sectors. Of the 25
million domestic dwellings, the majority are in the private sector, with 68
per cent being owner-occupied and 11 per cent rented out by private land-
lords. Some 21 per cent are in the public, subsidized sector and are rented
by low-income tenants from local government authorities or housing asso-
ciations (non-profit-making bodies which manage and build homes for rent
and sale with the aid of government grants).

In both public and private sectors, over 80 per cent of the British
population live in houses or bungalows (one-storey houses) and the
remainder in flats and maisonettes. Houses have traditionally been divided
into detached (22 per cent), semi-detached (30) and terraced housing (28),
with the greater prices and prestige being given to detached property.

Public-sector or social housing in England is controlled centrally by
the Department of the Environment and by devolved bodies in Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland. Much of this housing has historically been
provided by local authorities with finance from local sources and central
government. But the provision and organization of such properties by local
government has declined in recent years and more has been taken over by
housing associations.

The previous Conservative government encouraged the growth of
home ownership in the housing market, as part of its programme to create
a property- and share-owning democracy in Britain. In the public sector, 
it introduced (1980) a right-to-buy policy by which local government sells
off council housing to sitting tenants at below-market prices. This policy
has increased the number of home-owners by over one million and relieved
local authorities of the expense of decoration, upkeep and repair. The
Labour Party, after initially opposing the policy, accepted it, mainly
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P L A T E  7 . 2 A detached house (© Sharon Baseley/Format)

P L A T E  7 . 3 A semi-detached house in Finchley, North London 
(© Robert Estal/CORBIS)



because it proved attractive to tenants. The current Labour government has
ploughed back the revenue from council sales into local government (which
previously had not been able to spend it) so that it can provide more low-
cost accommodation.

The Conservatives were critical of local government housing policies.
They wanted local authorities to divest themselves of housing management.
Instead, they would work with housing associations and the private sector
to increase the supply of low-cost housing for rent without providing it
themselves. However, the Labour government has returned some control
over housing policies to local government.

But the construction of new publicly funded houses has been reduced
and the private sector is not building enough low-cost properties. Critics
argue that Conservative government housing policies contributed to a
serious shortage of cheap rented accommodation in towns and rural areas
for low-income groups, single people and the unemployed, at a time when
demand is growing. The biggest increase is expected in the number of one-
person households, which are projected to grow from 5.8 million in 1996
to 8.5 million by 2021 or 71 per cent of the total increase in the number
of households.

Home ownership in the private sector has increased by 10 per cent
since 1979. The normal procedure when buying a house or flat is to take
out a loan on the security of the property (a mortgage) from a building
society, bank or other financial institution. The amount of money advanced
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P L A T E  7 . 4 A terrace of houses (© Joanne O’Brien/Format)



on a loan depends mainly on the borrower’s salary and it is usual to borrow
three times one’s gross annual salary. This long-term loan is usually paid
off over a twenty-five-year period and includes interest.

House prices can vary considerably throughout the country, with
London and south-east England having the highest prices and northern
England, Scotland and Wales having the lowest. Prices increased dramati-
cally at the beginning of the 1970s and much property speculation
occurred. Price increases then stabilized for some years at 7–10 per cent
each year.

But there was a price boom from 1986 to 1988, followed by high
interest rates and an increase in mortgage foreclosures. This means that,
when people cannot afford to continue their repayments on the loan, the
lending institution takes over the property and the occupier becomes 
homeless. The number of foreclosures has now been reduced. There was
also a fall in house prices, a property slump and a growth in negative 
equity (where the loan or mortgage is higher than the value of the prop-
erty) which was only slowly reversed from 1994 as interest rates were
reduced and the property market slowly recovered. Since then, house prices
have increased dramatically, particularly in south-east England, but slowed
down in 2001.

British homes still have variable construction standards. Many are old
and cold; are frequently badly built; and lack central heating and adequate
insulation. But there has been some improvement in housing standards in
recent years, and most new houses have a high percentage of the basic
amenities. Greater attention has been paid to insulation, energy-saving and
quality. However, as building costs rise and available land becomes scarcer,
the trend in new property construction has been towards flats and smaller
rooms in houses.

Nevertheless, there are still districts, particularly in the centres of the
big cities, where living conditions are bad and the equivalent of contem-
porary slums. Nearly half of the property in the inner-city areas was built
before 1919 and, in spite of large-scale slum clearance in the 1950s and
1960s, much existing housing here is in barely habitable shape. Some
recently completed high-rise blocks of council flats and estates in the public
sector have had to be demolished because of defective and dangerous struc-
tures. According to the National Housing Forum, one in thirteen British
homes (or 1.8 million) is unfit for human habitation.

Twentieth-century town renovation and slum clearance policies from
the 1930s were largely devoted to the removal of the populations of large
city-centres to new towns, usually located in the countryside, or to new
council estates in the suburbs. Some of the new towns, such as Crawley
and Stevenage, have been seen as successes, although they initially had their
share of social and planning problems. The same cannot be said of many
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council estates, which have tended to degenerate very quickly. The bad
design of some housing estates, their social deprivation and lack of upkeep
are often blamed for the crime and vandalism which affect some of them.
However, some local councils are now modernizing decaying housing
stock, rather than spending on new development, in an attempt to preserve
local communities. Similar work is also being done by housing associations
(with government grants) and by private builders.

The provision of sufficient adequate and varied housing in Britain,
such as one-bedroom properties for young and single persons, has been a
problem for many years. People on low wages, whether married or single,
are often unable to afford the cost of a mortgage for suitable private prop-
erty. One of the factors causing the difficulty for young people in affording
first homes, particularly in rural areas within (ever-increasing) commuting
distance of London, is the desire of affluent people for homes – or second
homes – in the country. It is also difficult for them to obtain council housing
because of long waiting lists, which contain people with priority over them.
The right-to-buy policy has reduced the number of available council houses
and flats for low-income groups and the unemployed. An alternative for
many was either to board with parents, or to rent property in the private
sector. Young people in Britain tend to leave the family home at a rela-
tively early age, and there is much more house-sharing among young people
than in many other countries.
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P L A T E  7 . 5 A council estate in Thamesmead, London (© Adam Woolfit/CORBIS)



But Rent Acts and other legislation have strictly controlled rents and
security of tenure. These measures have resulted in the private rented sector
being greatly reduced, because landlords could no longer charge market
prices and were unwilling to put up with the restrictions. The previous
Conservative government lessened the effects of the Rent Acts by intro-
ducing new lease structures and encouraged landlords and other agencies
to provide more privately rented accommodation. But the relaxations have
led to accusations of exploitation of tenants by landlords. The Labour
government wants to see a healthy private rented sector. It is trying to
improve the rights of leaseholders to purchase their freehold and protect
themselves against abuse and exploitation by unscrupulous landlords.

The inadequate housing market has partly contributed to the number
of homeless people, particularly in London and other large cities, which in
turn has led to increased social problems. Officially, there are some 105,000
homeless people, who must be housed in temporary accommodation, which
is usually inadequate. But unofficial figures put the real homeless total for
all age groups at about 300,000, and some of them are visible on the streets
of Britain’s large cities, particularly London. The Labour government has
established programmes and funds to combat ‘rough sleeping’ (people who
sleep in the open) and there had been a reduction of one third in the
numbers of rough sleepers by 2000. The causes of homelessness are
complex and affect all age groups and types of people, but it is suggested
that the problem could be better handled. There are some 700,000 homes
(mainly in the Midlands and the north of England) in both private and
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P L A T E  7 . 6 Homeless (© Ulrike Preuss/Format)



public sectors which remain empty and unoccupied for various reasons.
These could eradicate the problem of homelessness and the housing
shortage if they were properly utilized.

Charities such as Shelter and religious organizations such as the
Salvation Army provide accommodation for the homeless for limited
periods and campaign on their behalf. Local organizations, such as Housing
Advice Centres and Housing Aid Centres, also provide help. But the
problem of housing in Britain is still a major one and a focus of public
concern. The high prices of many private houses and the inadequacies of
the public sector market suggest that the problem will remain. The number
of new starts for construction in both the public and private sectors has
decreased, although the slump in building did improve slightly from 1994.

Attitudes to the social services

Opinion polls consistently show that a large majority of British people feel
a concern for and dissatisfaction with the condition of the National Health
Service. They place a high priority for increased public spending on health
and medical provisions. They do not consider that the NHS is as well 
run as other institutions and there has been growing support for a com-
prehensive, better-funded state healthcare service. There has also been
opposition to reforms in the NHS, with fear expressed about the possible
privatization of health services.

But a MORI/British Council poll in 1999 found that 65 per cent of
overseas respondents believe that Britain has a good healthcare service.
However, doctors and nurses always head the lists of those professionals
with whom Britons are most satisfied (89 per cent in October 2001), despite
recent medical scandals concerning negligence and incompetence.

Concern is also felt about the provision of public housing, Social
Security benefits, the personal social services and community care. Most peo-
ple, at least in response to poll questions, indicate that they would be will-
ing to pay higher taxes in order to ensure better social and health welfare.
There is also some support for the idea that a proportional amount of income
tax could be earmarked as being directly applicable to the public services.

An alternative to public services being funded completely by taxation
is the Public–Private Partnership schemes favoured by the Labour govern-
ment. These involve the private sector in the organization of public services.
A MORI poll in July 2001 found that only one in nine respondents believes
that extending private sector involvement will improve public services. A
MORI poll in September 2001 found that 64 per cent of respondents felt
that public services, such as health, should be entirely or mostly provided
by the public sector.
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On being asked how public services could be improved, 64 per cent
of respondents thought that better pay and conditions should be given to
public sector workers; 43 per cent believed that there should be more public
sector workers; and 42 per cent considered that there should be more
investment in new buildings and equipment for public services.

These results show that a majority of British people support the idea
of free public services funded by taxation. Trade union leaders suggest that
the Labour government could be on a collision course with the public if it
pushes ahead with public–private partnerships in the public services. A
MORI poll in October 2001 found that only 42 per cent of respondents
felt that Labour government policies in general would improve the state of
public services.

Explain and examine the following terms:

welfare state chemist flats social services
Social Fund benefits GP nuclear family
‘pay-beds’ rent Shelter council housing
workhouses landlord Oxfam Beveridge Report
Poor Law bungalow mortgage Income Support
charities homeless cohabitation building society

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Describe the structure and condition of the National Health Service.
2 Does the Social Security system provide a comprehensive service for the

needy in Britain?
3 Discuss the different types of housing in Britain and the mechanics of

buying property.

George, V. and Wilding, P. (1999) British Society and Social Welfare London: Palgrave/
Macmillan

Glennester, H. (2000) British Social Policy since 1945 Oxford: Blackwell

Ham, C. (1999) Health Policy in Britain London: Palgrave/Macmillan

Ludlam, S. and Smith, M.J. (eds) (2000) New Labour in Government London: Macmillan
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Exercises❖

Further reading�



Page, R. and Silburn, R. (eds) (1999) British Social Welfare in the Twentieth Century
London: Palgrave/Macmillan

Willman, J. (1998) A Better State of Health London: Profile Books

Department of Work and Pensions: www.dwp.gov.uk

Department of Health: www.doh.gov.uk

Home Office: www.homeoffice.gov.uk

Charity Commission: www.charity-commission.gov.uk

Women’s Unit: www.womens-unit.gov.uk

National Assembly for Wales: www.wales.gov.uk

Northern Ireland Executive: www.nics.gov.uk

Scottish Executive: www.scotland.gov.uk
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Websites �
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BR I T I S H  E D U C A T I O N  O P E R A T E S  O N  T H R E E levels: schools, higher
education and further/adult education. Schools are mainly mixed-sex,

although there are some single-sex schools, and are divided into state
(maintained from public funds) and independent (privately financed)
sectors (the latter mainly in England). But there is no common educational
organization for the whole country. Northern Ireland, Scotland and
England/Wales have somewhat different school systems. Further/adult and
higher education generally have the same structure throughout Britain and
are mostly state-funded.

The quality of British education concerns parents, employers, politi-
cians and students. School inspectors have criticized standards in English,
Mathematics, Technology and writing and reading skills. In 1997, the
World Economic Forum claimed that Britain ranked 32nd out of 53 coun-
tries in the quality of its primary and secondary schools. A 1997 National
Institute of Economic and Social Research study showed that British 
thirteen-to-fourteen-year-olds were one year behind most European coun-
tries and even further behind Japan, Korea and Singapore.

Later, in 2001, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) reported that Britain was slipping down the global
league table of secondary schools (19th out of 28), defined by good passes
in national examinations. Britain also had some of the worst pre-school
education and child-care in the western world, with a lack of high-quality
nurseries, low-qualified and underpaid staff and poor working conditions.
A National Skills Task Force in 2000 reported that 7 million adults (nearly
one in five) in Britain were functionally illiterate. It is argued that low stan-
dards of literacy and numeracy stem from decades of indequate school
education.

But the OECD said that Britain leads the world in higher education,
defined as having the highest proportion (35.6 per cent) of university grad-
uates aged twenty-one, largely because of short (three-year) degree courses.
However, in Britain itself there is criticism of degree standards, some
university courses and varying performances between different universities.

But British education should not be seen in a wholly negative light.
School examination results have improved in recent years, although some
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critics attribute this to lower standards. Many schools, teachers and
students in the state and independent sectors produce excellent work, as
do the universities. It is the failing and underperforming state schools and
universities which catch the media headlines, although many of the schools
have now improved. The Labour government in 1997 prioritized educa-
tion, promised to focus on its quality and to make it a lifelong learning
experience. But, while there has been improvement in literacy and at the
primary school level, secondary school education still has weaknesses 
and the public are dissatisfied with Labour progress in raising educational
standards.

School history

The complicated nature of British (particularly English) schooling and
current educational controversies have their roots in school history. To
simplify matters, this section concentrates on the largest school element,
that of England and Wales, with comparative references to Scotland and
Northern Ireland. State involvement in education was late and the first
attempt to establish a national system of state-funded elementary schools
came only in 1870 for England and Wales (1872 for Scotland and 1923
for Northern Ireland). But it was not until 1944 that the state supplied
both primary and secondary schools nationally which were free and
compulsory.

However, some church schools have long existed. After England,
Scotland, Ireland and Wales were gradually converted to Christianity in the
fifth and sixth centuries, the church’s position in society enabled it to create
the first schools. These initially prepared boys for the priesthood. But the
church then developed a wider educational role and its structures influ-
enced the later state system.

Other schools were also periodically established by rich individuals
or monarchs. These were independent, privately financed institutions and
were variously known as high, grammar and public schools: they were later
associated with both the modern independent and state educational sectors.
But such schools were largely confined to the sons of the rich, aristocratic
and influential. Most people received no formal schooling and remained
illiterate and innumerate for life.

In later centuries, more children benefited as the church created new
schools; local areas developed secular schools; and schools were provided
by wealthy industrialists and philanthropists for working-class boys and
girls. But the minority of children attending such institutions received 
only a basic instruction in reading, writing and arithmetic. The majority of
children received no adequate education.
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By the nineteenth century, Britain had a haphazard school structure
(except for Scotland). Protestant churches lost their domination of educa-
tion and competed with the Roman Catholic Church, Nonconformist
churches and other faiths. Church schools guarded their independence from
state and secular interference and provided much of the available schooling.
The ancient high, grammar and public schools continued to train the sons
of the middle and upper classes for professional and leadership roles in
society. But, at a time when the industrial revolutions were proceeding
rapidly and the population was growing, the state did not provide a school
system which could educate the workforce. Most of the working class still
received no formal or adequate education.

However, local and central government did begin to show some
regard for education in the early nineteenth century. Grants were made to
local authorities for school use in their areas and in 1833 Parliament funded
the construction of school buildings. But it was only in 1870 that the state
became more actively involved. An Education Act (the Forster Act) created
local school boards in England and Wales, which provided schools in their
areas. State elementary schools now supplied non-denominational training
and the existing religious voluntary schools served denominational needs.

By 1880 this system provided free and compulsory elementary
schooling in most parts of Britain for children between the ages of five and
ten (twelve in 1899). The Balfour Act (1902) later made local government
responsible for state education and gave funding to voluntary schools. But,
although schools provided elementary education for children up to the age
of thirteen by 1918, this was still limited to basic skills.

Adequate secondary school education remained largely the province
of the independent sector and a few state schools. But people had to pay for
their services. After a period when the old public (private) schools had
declined in quality, they revived in the nineteenth century. Their weaknesses,
such as the narrow curriculum and indiscipline, had been reformed by pro-
gressive headmasters such as Thomas Arnold of Rugby and their reputa-
tions increased. The private grammar and high schools, which imitated the
classics-based education of the public schools, also expanded. These schools
drew their pupils from the sons of the middle and upper classes and were
the training grounds for the established elite and the professions.

State secondary school education in the early twentieth century was
marginally extended to children whose parents could not afford school fees.
Scholarships (financial grants) for clever poor children and some state
funding for secondary schools were provided, and more state secondary
schools were created. But this state help did not appreciably expand
secondary education, and in 1920 only 9.2 per cent of thirteen-year-old
children in England and Wales were able to enter secondary schools on a
non-fee-paying basis. The school system in the early twentieth century was
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still inadequate for the demands of society, working-class and lower-
middle-class children lacked extensive education and hard-pressed govern-
ments avoided any further large-scale involvement until 1944.

The 1944 Education Act

In 1944, an Education Act (the Butler Act) reorganized state primary and
secondary schools in England and Wales (1947 in Scotland and Northern
Ireland) and greatly influenced future generations of schoolchildren. State
schooling became free and compulsory up to the age of fifteen and was
divided into three stages: primary schools (five–twelve years old), secondary
schools (twelve–fifteen) and further post-school training. A decentralized
system resulted, in which a Ministry of Education drew up policy guide-
lines and local education authorities (LEAs) decided which forms of
schooling would be used in their areas.

Two types of state schools resulted from the Act: county and volun-
tary. Primary and secondary county schools were provided by LEAs in each
county. Voluntary schools were mainly those elementary schools which had
been founded by religious and other groups and which were now partially
financed or maintained by LEAs, although they retained their religious
affiliation. Non-denominational schools thus coexisted with voluntary
schools. This situation continues today: most state non-denominational
schools are controlled by LEAs and voluntary (faith) schools are controlled
by religious groups.

Most state secondary schools in England, Wales and Northern Ireland
were divided into grammar schools and secondary modern schools. Some
grammar schools were new, while others were old foundations, which now
received direct state funding. Placement in this secondary system depended
upon an examination result. The eleven-plus examination was adopted by
most LEAs, consisted of tests which covered linguistic, mathematical and
general knowledge and was taken in the last year of primary school at the
age of eleven. The object was to select between academic and non-acad-
emic children and introduced the notion of ‘selection’ based on ability.
Those who passed the eleven-plus went to grammar school, while those
who failed went to the secondary modern school. Although schools were
supposed to be equal in their respective educational targets, the grammar
schools were equated with a better (more academic) education; a socially
more respectable role; and qualified children (through national examina-
tions) for the better jobs and entry into higher education and the
professions. Secondary modern schools were based on practical schooling,
initially without national examinations.

The intention of the 1944 Act was to provide universal and free state
primary and secondary education. Day-release training at local colleges was
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also introduced for employed people who wanted further education after
fifteen, and local authority grants were given to students who wished to
enter higher education. It was hoped that such equality of opportunity
would expand the educational market, lead to a better-educated society,
encourage more working-class children to enter university and achieve
greater social mobility.

However, it was felt in the 1950s that these aims were not being
achieved under the selective secondary school system. Education became a
party-political battlefield. The Labour Party and other critics maintained
that the eleven-plus examination was wrong in principle; was socially divi-
sive; had educational and testing weaknesses; resulted in middle-class
children predominating in grammar schools and higher education; and thus
perpetuated the class system.

Labour governments from 1964 were committed to abolishing the
eleven-plus, selection and the secondary school divisions. They would be
replaced by non-selective ‘comprehensive schools’ to which children would
automatically transfer after primary school. These would provide schooling
for all children of all ability levels and from all social backgrounds.

The battle for the comprehensive and selective systems was fierce.
Although more schools became comprehensive under the Conservative
government from 1970, it decided against legislative compulsion. Instead,
LEAs were able to choose the secondary education which was best suited
to local needs. Some decided for comprehensives, while others retained
selection.

But the Labour government in 1976 intended to establish compre-
hensive schools nationwide. Before this policy could be implemented, the
Conservatives came to power in 1979. The state secondary school sector
thus remains divided between the selective and non-selective options since
a minority of LEAs in England and Wales do not have comprehensives and
there are some 166 grammar schools left. Scottish schools have long been
comprehensive, but Northern Irish schools are divided into selective gram-
mars and secondary moderns.

The comprehensive/selection debate continues. Education is still
subject to party-political and ideological conflict. Opinion polls suggest that
only a minority of parents support comprehensive education and a majority
favour a selective and diverse system of schools with entry based on con-
tinuous assessment, interviews and choice. It is often argued that the
long-running arguments about the relative merits of different types of
schooling have not benefited schoolchildren or the educational system. But
reforms to the state school system are still being made by the Labour
government (see below).
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The state school system

State education in the UK is free and compulsory for children between the
ages of five and sixteen. The vast majority of children are educated in state
primary and secondary schools. But the state system is complicated by
remnants of the 1944 Act and a diversity of school types throughout the
country.

In England and Wales, the Department for Education and Skills
(DfES) initiates policy (with Wales having some devolved responsibility)
and the LEAs retain decentralized choice to organize school planning in
their areas with finance provided by central government. The LEAs have
traditionally left academic organization of schools to headteachers and
staff. Many state schools have boards of unpaid governors, who are local
citizens prepared to give help and guidance and who may be involved in
the hiring of headteachers and teachers.

Following earlier Conservative reforms, headteachers now have finan-
cial control over and responsibility for their school budgets and
management; school governors have greater powers of decision-making;
and parents have a greater voice in the actual running of schools, as well
as a right to choose a particular school for their children. These reforms
have meant a shift from purely educational to management roles within
state schools and involve increased burdens of time and administration.
The LEAs have lost some authority in the state school sector but the Labour
government has tried to find a new role for LEAs in England and Wales
which would oversee admissions policies for all types of state schools.

State schooling before the age of five is not compulsory in Britain and
there is no statutory requirement on the LEAs to provide such education.
But more parents (particularly those at work) are seeking school provisions
for young children and there is concern about the lack of opportunities. At
present, 64 per cent of three- and four-year-olds benefit from a state nursery
education, while others attend private playgroups. The Labour government
wants to expand state nursery education.

Pupils attend primary school in the state sector from the age of five
and then move to secondary schools normally at eleven until the ages of
sixteen to eighteen. Over 87 per cent of state secondary pupils in England
and all state secondary pupils in Wales attend comprehensives. There are
only a small number of grammar (166) and secondary modern schools left
in the state system. The continued existence of these schools depends partly
upon local government decisions, partly upon parent power and partly
upon Labour government policy.

Comprehensive school pupils are of mixed abilities and come from 
a variety of social backgrounds in the local area. There is still much 
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argument about the quality and performance of the system. Some critics
maintain that bright academic children suffer, although ‘streaming’ into
different ability classes occurs and examination results can be excellent.
The Labour government has introduced ‘setting’, which divides children
into ability and interest classes. Arguably, therefore ‘selection’ continues
within the comprehensives. There are some very good comprehensive
schools, which are not necessarily confined to privileged areas. But there
are also some very weak and failing ones, which suffer from a variety of
social, economic and educational problems.

In an attempt to encourage diversity, the Conservative government
established some fifteen secondary-level state-funded privately operated
City Technology Colleges specializing in science, technology and mathe-
matics. The Labour government from 1999 has also promoted school
diversity and standards rather than having only one type of comprehensive
school and has involved the private sector in school organization. It has
created publicly funded privately operated City Academies which will
replace failing and underperforming schools; some 530 secondary-level
Specialist Schools which concentrate on the sciences, modern foreign
languages or the arts; and Beacon Schools which are singled out as best-
performing schools and are supposed to serve as examples of best practice
for other schools. It also controversially intends to increase the number of
voluntary schools controlled by faiths (for example, Church of England,
Roman Catholic, Methodist, Jewish, Muslim and Sikh). It seems as if selec-
tive criteria for entry to some schools (particularly the specialist and faith
schools) will be necessary. This is seen as a withdrawal from comprehen-
sive principles and the creation of a two-tier school education.

Scotland has an ancient independent LEA educational system, with
schools, colleges and universities which are among the oldest in Europe. Its
state school system is comprehensive and non-selective. Children transfer
from primary to secondary education at twelve and may continue until
eighteen. The Scottish ‘public schools’ are state and not private institutions
(although a few independent schools do exist).
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Primary (5–11)

Secondary (11–16/18)

F I G U R E  8 . 1 The current state school system



In Northern Ireland the state schools are mostly divided on religious
grounds into Catholic and Protestant and are often single-sex. However,
there are some tentative movements towards integrated co-educational
schools. The comprehensive principle has not been widely adopted and a
selective system with an examination at eleven gives entrance to grammar
schools, which 40 per cent of the age group attend. Performances at these
schools have been generally superior to their counterparts in England and
Wales, although examination results in the other secondary schools are
comparatively poor.

The independent (fee-paying) school sector

The independent school sector exists mainly in England, is separate from
the state school system and caters for some 6 per cent of all British chil-
dren, from the ages of four to eighteen at various levels of education. There
are 2,400 independent schools with over 563,500 pupils.

Its financing derives from investments and the fees paid by the pupils’
parents for their education, which vary between schools and can amount
to several thousand pounds a year. The independent sector is dependent
upon its charitable and tax-exempt status to survive. This means that the
schools are not taxed on their income if it is used only for educational
purposes. There are a minority of scholarship holders, whose expenses are
covered by their schools.

Some 250 public schools (private, not state), such as Eton, Harrow
and Winchester, are the most famous of the independent schools, and are
usually defined by their membership of the Headmasters’ Conference. They
were originally created (often by monarchs) to provide education for the
sons of the rich and aristocratic. Such schools are mainly boarding estab-
lishments, where the pupils live and are educated during term time,
although many of them now also take day-pupils who do not board in.
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F I G U R E  8 . 2 The independent school sector



Public and other independent schools play a significant role in British
education, and many leading figures have been educated at them. Entry
today is competitive, normally by an entrance examination, and is not
confined to social class, connections or wealth, although the ability to pay
the fees is important. Independent preparatory schools (primary level)
prepare their pupils for independent secondary school entrance and parents
who decide to send their children to an independent school will often give
them a ‘prep school’ education first.

Independent schools can vary considerably in quality and reputation.
The sector has grown and has an attraction despite its size and increasing
school fees. Insurance schemes for the payment of fees give opportunities
for independent education to the less affluent. But some parents make great
financial sacrifices so that their children can be independently educated.
Opinion polls often suggest that many parents would send their children
to an independent school if they could afford it because of the quality of
the education and because such schooling may give social advantages in
later life.

The independent sector is criticized for being elitist, socially divisive
and based on the ability to pay for education. In this view it perpetuates the
class system. The Labour Party in opposition historically argued for the abo-
lition of independent schools and the removal of their tax and charitable
status, which the Labour government is currently evaluating. But indepen-
dent schools are now firmly established and for many provide an element
of choice in what would otherwise be a state monopoly on education.
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P L A T E  8 . 2 Girls in the classroom at Cheltenham Ladies College, a private
school (© Jacky Chapman/Format)



School organization and examinations

The school day in state and independent schools usually runs from 9.00
a.m. until 4 p.m. and the school year is divided into three terms (autumn,
spring and summer). Classes in British schools used to be called ‘forms’
and in secondary schools were numbered from one to six. But most schools
have adopted year numbers from 7 to 11 in secondary schools, with a two-
year sixth form for advanced work.

A reduced birth rate in recent years led to a decrease in the number
of schoolchildren, resulting in the closure of schools in rural and urban
areas. Numbers have since increased and the Labour government is
committed to reducing average class size for primary schools to below
thirty, although many secondary schools have classes with over thirty
pupils.

Most teachers are trained at the universities and other colleges. There
is a serious shortage of teachers in Britain in all subjects, but especially in
mathematics, technology, physics and foreign languages. Potential teachers
increasingly see the profession as unattractive and many practising teachers
leave for better-paid jobs or retire early. Teachers at present are suffering
from low morale after battles with the government over pay, conditions
and educational reforms, and from what they perceive as the low status
afforded them by government and the general public. The teaching profes-
sion has become very stressful and subject to greater pressures, such as
assaults upon teachers by pupils and increased bureaucracy. The quality of
teaching in state schools has attracted much criticism in recent years and
the Labour government is committed to raising standards, removing incom-
petent and underperforming teachers and closing ‘failing schools’.

However, the effect of alleged spending cuts in education has been
considerable, with GDP public expenditure on education in Britain being
below that of many comparable countries. This has prevented the building
and modernization of schools, especially in inner-city areas. It has also
resulted in reduced services and a shortage of books and equipment for
pupils, teachers and libraries.

Previous Conservative governments introduced school reforms, which
still remain under Labour. Attainment tests were set to establish what chil-
dren should be reasonably expected to know at the ages of seven, eleven
and fourteen. The progress of each schoolchild can then be measured
against national standards, assessed and reported. But many teachers were
opposed to the extra work involved, doubted the validity of the tests and
have boycotted them in recent years.

Another radical reform was the creation of a National Curriculum in
England and Wales (with similar developments in Northern Ireland but not
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P L A T E  8 . 3 Children in the playground of an inner-city primary school 
(© Jacky Chapman/Format)



Scotland). The aim was to create a curriculum which was standardized,
centrally devised and appropriate to the needs and demands of the contem-
porary world. It covers all age groups and includes the ‘core subjects’ of
English, mathematics, science, technology, physical education and religious
education. History, geography, music and art are taught in the earlier 
stages of the curriculum before becoming optional, while a modern 
foreign language is added later. This reform has generated much contro-
versy, opposition, difficulties of implementation and problems about the 
content and scope of course material (such as a recent additional subject
called ‘citizenship’).

The National Curriculum (which is not applicable to independent
schools although they follow the subject structure) is tied to a system of
examinations at the secondary level. They may be taken in all types of
schools in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The main examinations
are the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE), which is taken
usually by sixteen-year olds; Advanced Subsidiary (AS) qualifications in the
first year of the sixth form; and the General Certificate of Education at
Advanced Level (GCE A-level), which is normally taken at the end of the
second year in the sixth form by eighteen-year olds. Results in all exams
tend to be better in single-sex girls’ schools.

The GCSE is taken in a range of subjects, the questions and marking
of which are undertaken by independent examination boards whose stan-
dards have attracted criticism in recent years. In addition to written
examinations, project work and continuous assessment of pupils are taken
into account in arriving at a final grade. It can be taken in any subject(s)
according to individual choice. But most candidates will attempt six or
seven subjects and the basic subjects required for jobs and further educa-
tion are English, mathematics (or a science) and a foreign language. The
GCSE was intended as a better evaluation of pupils’ abilities than pure
examinations and would give prospective employers some idea of the candi-
date’s ability. But, although standards continue to improve, a third of
students did not achieve high passes and some 8 per cent did not pass a
single subject in 1999.

The GCE A-level is associated with more academic children, who are
aiming for entry to higher education or the professions and who spend two
years on their studies in the sixth form or in sixth-form colleges. Good
passes are now essential because the competition for popular courses in the
universities and other colleges has become stiffer. This system was contro-
versially changed in 2000 by the Labour government, which wanted to
broaden the syllabus. Four AS level subjects are taken in the first year in
addition to key skills tests, before a concentration on three A2 (A-level)
subjects, and pupils may mix arts and science subjects. AS subjects may
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serve as a lower-level alternative for students who do not wish to go on to
A2 levels. The standards achieved continue to rise. But there is continuing
discussion about the format and content of A-levels, and the new system
has been criticized for over-examining students, reducing the time for other
school activities and leading to teacher overwork. The Labour government
is now reviewing the examination structure.

Alternative examinations are General National Vocational Qualifica-
tions (GNVQs) which are mainly taken by young people in full-time
education between the ages of sixteen and nineteen and provide a broad-
based preparation for a range of occupations and higher education; and
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) which are job-specific exami-
nations.

Scotland does not have a statutory national curriculum and pupils
take the National Qualification at the age of sixteen. Those between sixteen
and eighteen take the reformed Scottish Highers.

GCSE, AS, A-level and alternative examination results by pupils are
the basis of school ‘league tables’, instituted by the previous Conservative
government. Examination results and marks at individual schools are
published so that parents and pupils can judge a school’s performance. The
exercise has been criticized for its methodology and creating a ‘results
mentality’. But it is now firmly established and influential.
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P L A T E  8 . 4 A science class in progress (© Jacky Chapman/Format)



Higher education

Should a pupil obtain the required examination results at A- or alternative
levels, and be successful at interviews, he or she may go on to an institu-
tion of higher education, such as a university or college. The student, after
a prescribed period of study and after passing examinations, will receive a
degree and become a graduate of that institution. In the past only a small
proportion of the age group in Britain proceeded to higher education, in
contrast to the higher rates in many major nations. But, following a recent
rapid increase in student numbers (with the ratio of female to male students
being three to two), the numbers are now 33 per cent in England and
Wales, 40 per cent in Scotland and 45 per cent in Northern Ireland. The
Labour government wishes to raise these figures to one half of those aged
between eighteen and thirty by 2010.

The universities

There were 23 British universities in 1960. After a period of expansion in
the 1960s and reforms in 1992 when existing institutions such as poly-
technics were given university status, there are now some 87 universities
and 64 institutions of higher education, with 1.3 million full-time students
in 1999. The Open University and the independent University of Bucking-
ham are additional university-level institutions.

The universities can be broadly classified into four types. The ancient
universities of Oxford and Cambridge (composed of their many colleges)
date from the twelfth century. But until the nineteenth century they were
virtually the only English universities and offered no places to women.
However, other older universities were founded in Scotland, such as St
Andrews (1411), Glasgow (1450), Aberdeen (1494) and Edinburgh (1583).
A second group comprises the ‘redbrick’ or civic universities such as Leeds,
Liverpool and Manchester, which were created between 1850 and 1930.
The third group consists of universities founded after the Second World
War and in the 1960s. Many of the latter, such as Sussex, York and East
Anglia, are associated with towns rather than big cities. The fourth group
comprises the ‘new universities’ created in 1992 when polytechnics and
some other colleges attained university status.

The competition to enter universities is now very strong in popular
subjects, and students who do not do well at A- or equivalent levels may
be unable to find a place. Some 17 per cent of students now drop out of
higher education because of work, financial or other problems. But the
majority aim for a good degree in order to obtain a good job, or to continue
in higher education by doing research (masters’ degrees and doctorates).
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P L A T E  8 . 5 Students walking through the grounds of Hertford College, Oxford 
(© Chris Andrews; Chris Andrews Publications/CORBIS)



The bachelor’s degree (Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science, BA or BSc)
is usually taken in final examinations at the end of the third year of study,
although some degree courses do vary in length in different parts of Britain
(such as Scotland with a four-year MA degree). The degree is divided into
first-, second- and third-class honours. Some degrees depend entirely upon
the examination results, while others include continuing assessment over
the period of study.

Universities are supposed to have uniform standards, although there
are centres of excellence in particular subjects and there has been recent
criticism about levels in some universities and some subjects. Students 
can choose from an impressive array of subject areas and teaching is mainly
by the lecture system, supported by tutorials (small groups) and seminars.
The student–lecturer ratio at British universities has increased because of
expanded recruitment. Most students tend to live on campus in university
accommodation, while others choose to live in rented property outside the
university. Until recently few British students chose universities near their
parents’ homes and many seemed to prefer those in the south of England.
But financial reasons now persuade many students to live at home or
locally.

Universities are independent institutions created by royal charter,
enjoy academic freedom, appoint their own staff, award their own degrees
and decide which students to admit. But they are in practice dependent
upon government money. This derives mainly from finance (dependent
upon the number of students recruited) given by government to Universities
Funding Councils for distribution to the universities through university
Vice-Chancellors who are the chief executive officers of the universities.

Both Conservative and Labour governments have been concerned to
make the universities more accountable in the national interest; have tightly
controlled their budgets; and have encouraged them to seek alternative
private sources of finance from business and industry. The universities have
lost staff and research money; have been forced to adopt more effective
management and accounting procedures; must market their resources more
efficiently; must attract and recruit students in order to obtain government
finance; must pay greater attention to teaching and research performance;
and must justify their positions financially and educationally.

Government consequently intervenes more closely in the running of
the universities than in the past. Such policies have provoked considerable
opposition from the universities, which argue that the recent large expan-
sion of student numbers has not seen an equivalent rise in funding or staff
salaries. But they are being forced to adapt rather than continue to lose
staff, finance and educational programmes. It is also argued that expansion
has led to universities taking poorly qualified students to fill their places,
who then drop out because of work pressure.
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Other higher education colleges

The 1970s saw the creation of colleges (or institutes) of higher education,
often by merging existing colleges with redundant teachers’ training
colleges or by establishing new institutions. They now offer a wide range
of degree, diploma and certificate courses in both science and the arts, and
in some cases have specifically taken over the role of training school-
teachers. They used to be under the control of their local authorities, but
the Conservative government granted them independence and some have
achieved university status.

A variety of other institutions also offer higher education. Some, such
as the Royal College of Art, the Cranfield Institute of Technology and
various Business Schools, have university status, while others, such as agri-
cultural, drama and art colleges such the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts
(RADA) and the Royal College of Music, provide comparable courses. All
these institutions have a strong vocational aspect to their programmes
which fills a specialized role in higher education.

Student finance

In the past, British students who gained a place at an institution of higher
education were awarded a grant from their local education authorities. The
grant was in two parts: one, it covered the tuition fees of a first degree
course (paid directly to the institution); and, two, it covered, after means-
testing of parents’ income, maintenance expenses such as the cost of rent,
food and course books during term time.

The Labour government radically changed this situation from 1998
by abolishing the student grant. Students now have to pay tuition fees of
£1,075 in 2001–02 (except in Scotland) and provide for their maintenance
expenses, usually through loans from the Student Loan Company. They
start to pay back their loans when they reach certain salary levels. Students
are means-tested on their parents’ income and those from less affluent back-
grounds (some 50 per cent) may not have to pay the full or any tuition
fees. Other students now have to finance their own higher education; some
are in financial difficulties; and most will finish their studies with an average
debt of about £12,000. However, these changes in funding have not
resulted (2001) in a reduction of students applying for university entry,
except for mature students. But the Labour government is re-evaluating
student finance because of its alleged detrimental effect on students from
poor homes, with a possible return to a grant system.
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The Open University

The Labour Party broached the idea of the Open University in the 1960s.
It would be a non-residential service, which used television, radio, specially
produced books, audio/video cassettes and correspondence courses to teach
students of all ages. It was intended to give opportunities (or a ‘second
chance’) to adults who had been unable to take conventional higher educa-
tion. It was hoped that the courses might appeal to working-class students
who had left school at the official school-leaving age and who wished to
broaden their horizons.

The Open University opened in 1969 and its first courses started in
1971. It now caters for undergraduate, postgraduate and research students
in a wide range of subjects. About 7,000 students of all ages and from very
different walks of life receive degrees from the Open University each year.
First (bachelors’) degrees are awarded on a system of credits for each course
completed and now include students from the European Union, Gibraltar,
Slovenia and Switzerland.

Dedication, stamina and perseverence are necessary to complete the
long, part-time courses of the Open University. Students, who are often
employed, follow their lessons and lectures at home. Part-time tutors in
local areas mark the students’ written work and meet them regularly to
discuss their progress. There are also special weekend and refresher courses
throughout the year, which are held at universities and colleges, to enable
students to take part in intensive study. The various television programmes
and books associated with the Open University programmes are widely
exported throughout the world. The Open University is generally con-
sidered to be a cost-effective success, has provided valuable alternative
educational opportunities for many people and has served as a model for
other countries.

Further, adult and lifelong education

An important aspect of British education is the provision of further and
adult education, whether by voluntary bodies, trade unions or other insti-
tutions. The present organizations originated to some degree in the thirst
for knowledge which was felt by working-class people in the nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries, particularly after the arrival of elementary
state education and growing literacy. Today a wide range of educational
opportunities are provided by self-governing state-funded colleges of
further education and other institutions. These offer a considerable selec-
tion of subjects at basic levels for part- and full-time students. Some
students may study in the evenings or on day-release from their employ-
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ment. Such studies for students over sixteen are often work-related, include
government training programmes and have close ties with local commerce
and industry.

Adult education is provided by these colleges, the universities, the
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), evening institutes, local societies
and clubs. Adult courses may be vocational (for employment) or recre-
ational (for pleasure), and cover a variety of activities and programmes.

Some 4 million students of very varying ages are taking further and
adult education courses in one form or another. In the past a relatively low
percentage of the sixteen to twenty-four age group in Britain were in further
and higher education, compared to the much larger percentages in Japan,
the USA and Germany. Although the figures have now improved consid-
erably, it is still a matter of concern that too few people are being educated
or trained further after the age of sixteen. This is particularly true at a time
when there will be an increasing shortage of well-qualified people in the
future workforce, especially in vocational technical fields.

Nevertheless, there has been a recent expansion of continuing-educa-
tion projects and a range of programmes specifically designed for
employment purposes and to provide people with access qualifications for
further training. The Labour government sees further and adult education
as part of a lifelong learning process, which it wants to prioritize. The aim
is to encourage the continuous development of people’s skills, knowledge
and understanding. But further education is suffering at present from a lack
of resources and funding, and inspectors found in 2001 that a third of
further education colleges were inadequate and had low standards.

Attitudes to education

Concerns about the quality of British education and educational policy at
all levels are consistently voiced by a majority of respondents to public
opinion polls. They think that state schools are not run well and that more
money should be spent on education generally. The Labour government
has responded by giving more funding to the system and by tinkering with
its structures. But serious dissatisfaction continued to be voiced in the polls
in 2000–01, and education is likely to continue as a major problem in
British life.

There have been continuous and vigorous debates about the perfor-
mance and goals of British education at all levels since the 1970s.
Traditionalist critics, who want disciplined learning programmes, feel that
state comprehensive schools and ‘creative/progressive’ methods of child-
centred teaching are not producing the kind of people needed for con-
temporary society. It is argued that pupils lack the basic skills of numeracy
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and literacy and are unprepared for the realities of the outside world.
Employers frequently criticize both schools and higher education for the
quality of their products.

The previous Conservative government’s reforms from 1986 were
based on centralized and consumer-choice policies. They were an attempt
to rectify the educational situation and aimed at producing accountability,
improved standards and skills in schools and higher education by more
formal learning programmes. The government attempted to reform the
teaching profession, improve pupils’ performances, emphasize science and
modern language studies and increase parental choice.

The Labour government is continuing this process by stressing
compulsory homework, contracts with parents, concentration on the ‘3 Rs’
(reading, writing and arithmetic) and grouping children by ability
(‘setting’). Progressive ‘child-centred’ practices are dismissed, funds are
being provided for school fabric repairs and computers will be installed in
every school. There is also a move away from having only one type of state
secondary school (comprehensive) to embracing diversity and specialism
through the creation of specialist and faith schools. The government also
wants poorer and more working-class students to enter university.

Critics argue that an educational system should not be solely devoted
either to elitist standards or to market considerations. It should try to
provide a choice between the academic/liberal tradition, the technical and
the vocational. The lack of adequate vocational or technical education and
training is creating big problems for employers, who argue that they cannot
find competently trained staff to fill vacancies. The future of British educa-
tion will depend in large part on how government reforms work and how
they are perceived by teachers, parents, students and employers.

On the other hand, a 1999 MORI/British Council poll found that 76
per cent of overseas respondents regarded the British as well-educated.
Higher education was particularly well respected, with 88 per cent of
respondents rating it as ‘good’.

Explain and examine the following terms:

public schools grammar schools WEA
comprehensives eleven-plus tutorial
GCE A level Open University scholarships
LEAs tuition fees student finance
Eton GCSE ‘prep school’
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the Butler Act degree vocational
streaming/setting ‘3 Rs’ literacy
faith schools AS levels specialist schools

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Critically examine state secondary education in Britain, analysing its
structures, aims and achievements.

2 Describe the structure of British higher education and its roles.
3 Comment upon the desirability, or otherwise, of British education’s divi-

sion into state and independent sectors.

Abercrombie, N. and Warde, A. (2000) Contemporary British Society Oxford: Polity
Press, Chapter 14

Chitty, C. (1992) The Education System Transformed London: Baseline Books

Ryan, A. (1999) Liberal Anxieties and Liberal Education London: Profile Books

Walden, G. (1996) We Should Know Better: Solving the Education Crisis London: Fourth
Estate

Department for Education and Skills: www.dfes.gov.uk

Independent education: www.isis.org.uk

The Times Higher Education Supplement: www.thes.co.uk

The Times Educational Supplement: www.tes.co.uk

Scottish Executive: www.scotland.gov.uk

National Assembly for Wales: www.wales.gov.uk

Northern Ireland Assembly: www.ni-assembly.gov.uk

Office for Standards in Education: www.ofsted.gov.uk
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TH E  T E R M  ‘ M E D I A ’  M A Y  I N C L U D E any communication system by
which people are informed, educated or entertained. In Britain it gener-

ally refers to the print industries (the press or newspapers and magazines)
and broadcasting (terrestrial or earth-based television, cable and satellite
television, radio and video). These systems overlap to some extent with
each other and with books, film and the Internet; are profitable businesses;
and are tied to advertising, sponsorship, commerce and industry.

The media have evolved from simple methods of production, distri-
bution and communication to their present sophisticated technologies.
Their growth and variety have greatly improved information dispersal,
news availability and entertainment opportunities. They cover homes,
places of business and leisure activities and their influence is very powerful
and an inevitable part of daily life. For example, surveys indicate that 69
per cent of Britons obtain their daily news from television, 20 per cent from
newspapers and 11 per cent from radio. Electronic technology, such as the
Internet, is an important part of media, business and education, while the
British use of home-view videos is the highest in the world.

But the media provoke debates about what is socially and morally
permissible in their content and methods. Questions are asked about the
role of advertising and sponsorship, the quality of the services provided,
the alleged danger of the concentrated ownership of media resources, influ-
ence on politics, restraints upon ‘free expression’ and the ethical
responsibility of the media to individuals and society.

The print media

The print media (newspapers and magazines) began to develop in the eigh-
teenth century. Initially, a wide circulation was hindered by transportation
and distribution problems, illiteracy and government licensing or censor-
ship restrictions. But, over the last two hundred years, an expanded
educational system, abolition of government control, new print inventions
and Britain’s small area have eliminated these difficulties and created
allegedly free print media.
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The growth of literacy after 1870 provided the owners of the print
media with an increased market. Newspapers and magazines, which had
previously been limited to the middle and upper classes, were popularized.
They were used for news and information, but also for profit and enter-
tainment. Ownership, new types of print media and financially rewarding
advertising increased in the competitive atmosphere of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Owners also realized that political and social
influence could be achieved through control of the means of communi-
cation.

National newspapers

National newspapers are those which are mostly published from London
(with some regional versions) and are available in all parts of Britain on
the same day, including Sundays. Many are delivered direct to the home
from local newsagents by newsboys and girls. The good internal distribu-
tion systems of a compact country enabled a national press to develop, and
Internet online copies now offer updated and immediate availability.

The first British newspapers with a limited national circulation
appeared in the early eighteenth century and were followed by others, such
as The Times (1785), the Observer (1791) and the Sunday Times (1822).
But most were so-called ‘quality’ papers, catering for a relatively small,
educated market.

In the nineteenth century, the growth and composition of the popu-
lation conditioned the types of newspaper which were produced. The first
popular national papers were deliberately printed on Sundays, such as the
News of the World (1843) and the People (1881). They were inexpensive
and aimed at the expanding and increasingly literate working class. In
1896, Alfred Harmsworth produced the Daily Mail, which was targeted at
the lower-middle class as an alternative to the ‘quality’ dailies. Harmsworth
then published the Daily Mirror in 1903 for the working-class popular
market. Both the Mail and the Mirror were soon selling more than a million
copies a day.

The early twentieth century was the era of mass-circulation papers
and of owners such as Harmsworth and Arthur Pearson. There was fierce
competition between them as they fought for bigger shares of the market.
Pearson’s Morning Herald (later the Daily Express) was created in 1900
to compete with the Daily Mail for lower-middle-class readers.

The Daily Mirror was the largest-selling national daily in the early
twentieth century. It supported the Labour Party and was designed for
quick and easy reading by the industrial and increasingly politicized
working class. The Daily Herald (1911) also supported the Labour Party,
until it was sold in 1964, renamed the Sun and developed different political
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and news emphases. The competition between the Sun and Mirror
continues today, with each aiming for a bigger share of the mass daily
market. Battles are still fought between owners, since newspaper-owner-
ship is concentrated in a few large publishing groups, such as Rupert
Murdoch’s News International (which has large media holdings in Britain,
Australia and the USA) and Trinity Mirror (see table 9.1).

The success of the early popular press was due to growing literacy; a
desire for knowledge and information by the working class; and political
awareness among workers caused by the rise of the Labour Party.
Newspaper owners profited by the huge market, but they also satisfied
demand. The price and content of mass papers reflected lower-middle- and
working-class readerships. This emphasis attracted large consumer adver-
tising, and owners were able to produce cheaply by using modern printing
methods and a nationwide distribution network.

The circulation of national papers rose rapidly, with 5.5 million daily
sales by 1920. By 1973 these had increased to 17 million. But newspapers
had to cope first with the competition of radio and films and later with
television. Although they have survived, there has, since the 1970s, been a
decline in sales and in the number of national and other newspapers.

Surveys find that Britons buy more papers than any other Europeans.
Some 50 per cent of people over fifteen read a national daily paper and 70
per cent read a national Sunday newspaper. National newspapers have sales
of 13.5 million on weekdays and 14.8 million on Sundays, but on average
two people read each paper.

The national press in Britain today consists of ten daily morning
papers and nine Sunday papers. It is in effect a London press, because most
national newspapers have their bases and printing facilities in the capital,
although editions of some nationals are now published outside London, in
Europe and the USA. Most of them used to be located in Fleet Street in
central London. But all have now left the street and moved to other parts
of the capital. The reasons for these moves were high property rents, fierce
competition and opposition from trade unions to the introduction of new
printing technology. Newspapers and magazines have also had to face the
expense of newsprint and rising production and labour costs.

Heavy labour costs were due to the overstaffing and restrictive prac-
tices of the trade unions. Owners were forced into new ways of increasing
productivity while cutting costs. Regional owners outside London had in
fact pioneered the movement of newspapers and magazines into new print
technology and London newspapers had to follow in order to survive.

New technology meant that journalists’ ‘copy’ could be printed
directly through computers, without having to use the intermediate ‘hot-
metal’ typesetting by printers. This gave owners flexibility in their printing
and distribution methods and cheaper production costs. It allowed them to
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escape from trade-union dominance and the concentration of the industry
in London. But it also resulted in job reductions, trade-union opposition
and bitter industrial action such as picketing.

New technology, improved distribution methods and cuts in labour
and production costs have increased the profitability of print industries.
Despite the attraction of other media, they still have a considerable
presence, although sales are declining. The business is very competitive 
and papers can suffer from a variety of problems. However, the high 
risks involved have not stopped the introduction of new newspapers. 
The ‘quality’ national daily The Independent was published in October
1986 and survives despite circulation losses. Sunday nationals, such as The
Independent on Sunday (1990), have also appeared. But other dailies have
been lost.

National papers are usually termed ‘quality’ or ‘popular’ depending
on their differences in content and format (tabloid or broadsheet). Others
are called ‘mid-market’, fall between these two extremes and are tabloids
(see table 9.1). The ‘qualities’ (such as The Times) are broadsheets (large-
sheet), report national and international news in depth and analyse current
events and the arts in editorials and articles. The populars (such as the 
Sun) are mostly tabloid (small-sheet), deal with relatively few ‘hard news’
stories, tend to be superficial in their treatment of events and much of their
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material is sensationalized and trivialized. It cannot be said that the down-
market populars are instructive, or concerned with raising the critical
consciousness of readers. But owners and editors argue that their reader-
ship demands particular styles, interests and attitudes. ‘Mid-market’ papers,
such as the Mail and Express, cater for intermediate groups.
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TABLE 9.1 National newspapers (average daily sales, 2000)

Name Founded Sales Owned/controlled by

Popular dailies

Daily Mirror 1903 2,263,000 Trinity Mirror

The Sun 1964 3,569,000 News International

Daily Star 1978 613,000 United News and Media

Mid-market dailies

Daily Mail 1896 2,387,000 Daily Mail and General 
Trust

Daily Express 1900 1,062,000 United News and Media

‘Quality’ dailies

The Times 1785 722,000 News International

The Guardian 1821 395,000 Guardian Media Group

Daily Telegraph 1855 1,031,000 Telegraph Group

Financial Times 1888 459,000 Pearson

The Independent 1986 224,000 Independent Newspapers

Popular Sundays

News of the World 1843 4,023,000 News International

The People 1881 1,523,000 Trinity Mirror

Sunday Mirror 1963 1,927,000 Trinity Mirror

Mid-market Sundays

Mail on Sunday 1982 2,298,000 Daily Mail and General 
Trust

Sunday Express 1918 974,000 United News and Media

‘Quality’ Sundays

Observer 1791 417,000 Guardian Media Group

Sunday Times 1822 1,360,000 News International

Sunday Telegraph 1961 808,000 Telegraph Group

Independent on Sunday 1990 247,000 Independent Newspapers

Source: Newspaper Publishers Association, 2000



Sales of popular papers on weekdays and Sundays far exceed those
of the ‘qualities’. ‘Qualities’ are more expensive than populars and carry
up-market advertising that generates essential finance. Populars carry less
advertising and cater for more down-market material. However, the press
takes much of the finance spent on total advertising in Britain.

There is no state control or censorship of the British press, although
it is subject to laws of publication and expression and there are forms of
self-censorship, by which it regulates its own conduct. The press is also
financially independent of the political parties and receives no funding from
government (except for Welsh-language community papers).

It is argued that most newspapers are politically right-of-centre and
sympathize with the Conservative Party. But their positions are usually
driven by readers’ opinions and political slants in fact can vary consider-
ably over time and under the influence of events. For example, the small-
circulation Morning Star has varied between Stalinist, Euro-Communist
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and Democratic Left views. Papers may have a political bias and support
a specific party, particularly at election times, although this can change. A
few, such as those of the Trinity Mirror group, support the Labour Party,
some such as The Times and The Independent consider themselves to be
independent, while others, such as The Guardian, favour a left-of-centre
position. It appears that the British public receive a reasonable variety of
political views from their newspapers.

The press is dependent for its survival upon circulation figures; upon
the advertising that it can attract; and upon financial help from its owners.
A paper may face difficulties and fail if advertisers remove their business.
In fact all the media are currently experiencing a downturn in advertising
revenue. A high circulation does not necessarily guarantee the required
advertising and consequent survival, because advertisers now tend to place
their mass-appeal consumer products on television, where they will benefit
from a larger audience. Most popular papers are in constant competition
with their rivals to increase their sales. They attempt to do this by gimmicks
such as bingo games and competitions, or by calculated editorial policies
which are intended to catch the mass readership. Owners may refuse to
rescue those papers which make continuous losses. A number of news-
papers in the twentieth century ceased publication because of reduced
circulation, loss of advertising revenue, refusals of further financial aid, or
a combination of all three factors.

However, despite a fall in hard-copy circulation, most national news-
papers now have online Internet publication. This provides an additional
medium for information and communication, as well as continuously
updated news.

Regional newspapers

Some 1,300 regional newspapers are published in towns and cities
throughout Britain. They contain a mixture of local and national news; are
supported financially by regional advertising; and may be daily morning or
evening papers, Sundays or weekly. Some nine out of ten adults read a
regional or local paper every week and 75 per cent of local and regional
newspapers also operate an Internet website.

Excluding its national newspaper industry, London has one paper (the
Evening Standard) with daily sales of 440,000. But there are also about a
hundred local weeklies, dailies and evening papers which appear in the
Greater London districts.

‘Quality’ daily regional (and national) papers, such as The Scotsman
(Edinburgh) and the Glasgow Herald, the Western Mail (Cardiff), and the
Yorkshire Post (Leeds), have good reputations and sales outside their
regions. But the best-selling papers are in Scotland, such as the Daily
Record and the Sunday Mail (Glasgow) and the Sunday Post (Dundee).
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There has also been a growth of ‘free newspapers’ in the regions, such
as the London Metro (now available throughout the country with a circu-
lation of 1.2 million), which are often delivered direct to homes and for
which the consumer does not pay. Some 800 are published weekly on a
local basis and are financed by local advertising, to such an extent that
news is outweighed by the advertisements. It is estimated that they have a
weekly circulation of some 35 million.

Britain’s ethnic communities also produce their own newspapers and
magazines, which are increasing in numbers, are available nationally in the
larger cities and are improving in quality. There is a wide range of publi-
cations for Jewish, Asian, Afro-Caribbean, Chinese and Arabic readers,
published on a daily or (more commonly) periodic basis.

Periodicals and magazines

There are 9,000 different periodicals and magazines in Britain, which are
of a weekly, monthly or quarterly nature and are dependent upon sales and
advertising to survive. They are aimed at different markets and levels of
sophistication and either cover trades, professions and business (read by 95
per cent of occupational groups) or are consumer titles dealing with sports,
hobbies and interests (read by 80 per cent of adults).

Although the number of periodicals has expanded, it is still difficult
to break into the established consumer market with a new product. Some
attempts, which manage to find a gap in the market, succeed, but most
usually fail.

The teenage and youth magazine market is fiercely fought for, but 
has suffered large sales losses recently. This is attributed to greater Internet
and mobile phone usage. The men’s general interest magazine market is
similarly volatile. Women’s periodicals, such as Take a Break, Woman
and Woman’s Own, have large and wide circulations. But the best-
selling publications are the weekly Radio Times and What’s on TV, which
contain feature stories and scheduled programmes for BBC and indepen-
dent television. Other magazines cover interests such as computers, rural
pastimes, gardening, railways, cooking, architecture, do-it-yourself skills
and sports.

Among the serious weekly journals are the New Statesman and
Society (a left-wing political and social affairs magazine); the Economist
(dealing with economic and political matters); the Spectator (a conserva-
tive journal); and New Scientist. The Times publishes influential weekly
magazines, such as the Educational Supplement, the Higher (Education
Supplement) and the Literary Supplement. The lighter side of the market
is catered for by periodicals such as Private Eye, which satirizes the short-
comings of British society.
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The broadcasting media

The broadcasting media are divided into public and commercial (indepen-
dent) sectors and consist of radio, terrestrial television and cable/satellite
television. Three authorities oversee these services: the British Broadcasting
Corporation (BBC), the Independent Television Commission (ITC) and the
Radio Authority.

Radio was the first broadcasting medium to appear in Britain.
Experimental transmissions were made at the end of the nineteenth century
and systems were developed in the early twentieth century. After a period
of limited availability, national radio was established in 1922 when the
British Broadcasting Company was formed under John Reith.

In 1927 Reith became the first Director-General of the British
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and set the tone and style for the BBC’s
development. The BBC had a monopoly in broadcasting and a paternal-
istic image. Reith insisted that it should be independent of government and
commercial interests; strive for quality; and be a public service broadcaster,
with a duty to inform, educate and entertain. The BBC built a reputation
for impartial news reporting and excellent programmes, both domestically
and internationally.

The BBC’s broadcasting monopoly in radio and television (which had
started in 1936 for a limited audience) led to pressure from commercial
and political interests to widen the scope of broadcasting. As a result,
commercial (independent) television financed by advertising and under the
supervision of the Independent Television Authority (ITA) was created in
1954 and the first programmes were shown in 1955. The BBC’s monopoly
on radio broadcasting was ended in 1972 and independent radio stations
were established throughout the country, dependent on advertising for their
financing.

A duopoly (two organizations) covered broadcasting: the public
service of the BBC and the commercial (independent) service of the ITA.
This division has been expanded as cable, satellite and other broadcasting
services have developed in recent years. The ITA evolved first into the IBA
(Independent Broadcasting Authority) and finally the ITC (Independent
Television Commission) and the Radio Authority was also created. British
broadcasting is thus conditioned by the competition between the BBC and
independent organizations.

Substantial changes to British broadcasting were made in the 1980s
and 1990s by Conservative governments which created more radio and
television channels. Greater deregulation was supposed to create competi-
tion among broadcasters and more choice for consumers. Broadcasting
services are now moving to digital transmission. This is proceeding slowly
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because of technical problems and few paying customers for commercial
offerings. But it will potentially create many more radio and television
channels as analogue systems are phased out.

These changes are controversial and are criticized for their emphasis
on competition and commercialism, rather than quality. A larger number
of television channels may not lead to greater choice, but rather inferior
programmes as broadcasters chase bigger audiences. There is a finite
number of people to watch television; advertisers’ budgets cannot be
stretched to cover all available independent television offerings; and adver-
tisers gravitate towards those programmes which attract large audiences.
Television in 1995 accounted for 28 per cent of total advertising spending
but advertising revenue for broadcasters declined sharply in 2001.

The BBC

The BBC is based at Broadcasting House in London, but has stations
throughout the country, which provide regional networks for radio and
television. It was created by Royal Charter and has a board of governors
who are responsible for supervising its programmes and their suitability.
They are appointed by the Crown on the advice of government ministers
and are supposed to constitute an independent element in the organization
of the BBC. Daily operations are controlled by the Director-General, chosen
by the board of governors.

The BBC is financed by a grant from Parliament, which comes from
the sale of television licences (£1.6 billion per year). These are payable by
anyone who owns a television set and are relatively cheap in international
terms (£104 annually for a colour set). The BBC also generates consider-
able income from selling its programmes abroad and from the sale of a
programme guide (Radio Times), books, magazines and videos.

The BBC in recent years has come under pressure from government 
to reform itself. It has struggled to maintain its position as a traditional
public service broadcaster, funded by the licence fee, at a time of fierce
competition with commercial broadcasters. Internal reorganization has led
to a slimmer and more efficient organization. But it has had to develop alter-
native forms of funding, such as subscription and pay services and must
include independent productions in 25 per cent of its television schedules.

The BBC’s external services, which consist of radio broadcasts in
English (the World Service) and 42 other languages abroad, were founded
in 1932 and are funded by the Foreign Office. These have a reputation for
objective news reporting and programmes. The BBC also began commer-
cially funded television programmes in 1991 by cable to Europe and by
satellite links to Africa and Asia; BBC World (news) – now merged with
the World Service – and BBC Prime (entertainment).
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The BBC is not a state organization, in the sense that it is controlled
by the government. But it is not as independent of political pressures as
many in Britain and overseas assume. Its charter has to be renewed by
Parliament and by its terms government can, and does, intervene in the
showing of programmes which are alleged to be controversial or against
the public interest. The BBC governors, although supposedly independent,
are in fact government appointees. Governments can also exert pressure
upon the BBC when the licence fee comes up for renewal by Parliament.
The BBC does try to be neutral in political matters, to such an extent that
all political parties have periodically complained that it is prejudiced
against them. The major parties have equal rights to broadcast on the BBC
and independent television.

Historically, the BBC was affected by the invention of television,
which changed British entertainment and news habits. The BBC now has
two television channels (BBC1 and BBC2). BBC1 is a mass-appeal channel
with an audience share of 28 per cent. Its programmes consist of news,
plays and drama series, comedy, quiz shows, variety performances, sport
and documentaries. BBC2, with an audience share of 11 per cent, tends to
show more serious items such as news analysis and discussion, documen-
taries, adaptations of novels into plays and series, operas, concerts and
some sport. It is also provides Open University courses. The Labour govern-
ment has approved (2001) the expansion of BBC television (digital) services
by the creation of a BBC4 channel (culture and the arts) and two channels
for children under six and over.

BBC Radio performs an important service, although some of its audi-
ences have declined recently. There are five national channels (to be
increased by five new digital channels); 39 local stations serving many
districts in England; and regional and community services in Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland. They all have to compete for listeners with
independent stations but offer an alternative in news, debate and local
information to pop-based local and national commercial stations. The
national channels specialize in different tastes. Radio 1 caters for pop
music; Radio 2 has light music, news, and comedy; Radio 3 provides clas-
sical and modern serious music, talks, discussions and plays; Radio 4
concentrates on news reports, analysis, talks and plays; and Radio 5 Live
(established 1990) has sport and news programmes.

The ITC

The ITC (Independent Television Commission) does not make or produce
programmes itself. Its government-appointed board regulates the indepen-
dent television companies (including cable and satellite services). It grants
licences to the transmitting companies and independent producers who

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

224 The media



actually make many of the programmes shown on three advertising-
financed television channels (ITV/Channel 3, Channel 4 and Channel 5).

There are 15 ITV production companies at present, such as Granada
(north-west England), Central (the midland counties of England) and
Anglia (East Anglia). London has two companies holding one licence, with
one providing programmes during the week (Thames), the other at week-
ends (London Weekend). These companies make programmes for the 14
regions into which Britain is divided for ITV television purposes.

The licences granted to ITV companies are renewable every ten years
and the companies have to compete with any other interested applicants.
It is by no means certain that a further licence will be granted to an existing
company, or a new one to a high-bidding company. Much depends on past
performance, financial standing and commitment to provide quality and
regional programmes. The programme companies receive nothing from the
television licence fee, which applies only to the BBC. The companies are
consequently dependent upon the finance they receive from advertising and
the sales of programmes, videos, books, records and other publications.

ITV (with 30 per cent of audience share) is the oldest independent
channel and once seemed only to provide popular programmes of a light-
entertainment and sometimes trivial type. But its quality has improved and
it now has a high standard of news reports, drama productions and docu-
mentaries. Under legislation, ITV must provide programmes made in and
about the region represented by the production companies. Channel 4 (with
10 per cent of audience share) was established in 1982 to create a commer-
cial alternative to BBC2. It is a public corporation, which is funded by
selling its own advertising time. It was intended to offer something different
and challenging in an appeal to minority tastes, and provides programmes
in Welsh in Wales. Channel 4 initially had serious problems with adver-
tising and the quality of its programmes, but has now developed a
considerable reputation.

Channel 5 (with 6 per cent of audience share) became operative in
1997 after a ten-year licence was awarded to Channel 5 Broadcasting
Limited. It is funded by advertising, subscription and sponsorship; covers
70 per cent of the population; but had a shaky start in terms of the attrac-
tion of its programmes. Its programmes still have a dubious reputation but
it has increased its financial base.

It is argued that the ITC does not always keep a close watch on inde-
pendent broadcasting developments and lacks clear regulatory powers and
consistent policies. There has been controversy over its system of awarding
ITV licences, which have often gone to the highest bidder with little
apparent regard to quality and production efficiency.

The ITC also regulates cable and satellite television. Television and
associated technological developments have become very attractive in
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Britain and a rich source of entertainment profits. At one stage, it was
thought that cable television by subscription would considerably expand
these possibilities. Cable television is growing steadily through digital tech-
nology (with its increased number of channels) and serves 3.3 million
homes. But it has been challenged first by video equipment sales and sec-
ondly by satellite programmes.

Television broadcasting by satellite through subscription was estab-
lished in Britain in 1989. The biggest UK satellite programmer is BSkyB
(British Sky Broadcasting) with 7.8 million (4 million domestic) subscribers.
Its channels provide news, light entertainment, sport and feature films. The
choice of satellite channels is expanding steadily through digital technology,
with over 250 satellite servers providing programming in Britain, particu-
larly to the ethnic minorities.

Cable and satellite have a 15 per cent share of television viewing. This
suggests that, while they are increasing their market share, they still lag
behind ITV (30 per cent) and BBC1 (28 per cent).

The Radio Authority

The Radio Authority controls independent radio (three national stations
and 150 local and regional stations throughout the country). All are funded
by advertising, and revenue figures suggest that radio is the fastest-growing
medium in Britain.

The national stations were created by government to expand radio
broadcasting. The first licence was awarded in 1991 to Classic FM (popular
classical music and news bulletins); the second in 1992 to Virgin 1215 (rock
music); and the third in 1995 to Talk Radio UK (speech-based service).

Local commercial radio once seemed to provide mainly pop music,
news flashes and some programmes of local interest. But expansion has
occurred at city, local and community levels because broadcasting has been
deregulated by the government in an attempt to increase the variety of radio
and include more tastes and interests.

The role and influence of television

Television is an influential and dominant force in modern Britain, as well
as a popular entertainment activity. Over 98 per cent of the population
have television sets in their homes; 95 per cent of these are colour sets; and
over 50 per cent of homes have two sets or more. Some people prefer to
rent their sets instead of owning them because rented sets are repaired and
maintained free of charge. However, recent reports (2001) suggest that
radio (commercial and BBC) is now more popular than television, indi-
cating that some people are deserting the latter because of its alleged
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superficiality. Nevertheless, television has an average viewing time of 26
hours per week.

A large number of the programmes shown on television are made in
Britain, although there are also many imported American series. A few pro-
grammes come from other English-speaking countries, such as Australia,
New Zealand and Canada. But there are relatively few foreign-language
productions on British television and these are either dubbed or subtitled.

The range of programmes shown is very considerable, but they also
vary widely in quality. Although British television has a high reputation
abroad, it does attract substantial criticism in Britain, either because of the
standard of the programmes or because they are frequently repeated. 
News reports, documentaries and current-afairs analyses are generally of a
high standard, as are dramatic, educational, sporting, natural history and
cultural productions. But there is also a wide selection of series, soap
operas, films, quizzes and variety shows which are of doubtful quality.

The recent addition of Reality-TV (such as Big Brother and Survivor)
and similar genres has led to charges of a ‘dumbing-down’ of British tele-
vision. Programmes are calculated to appeal to a mass audience and high
ratings, which the television companies need to attract advertising and
justify expenditure. However, a MORI/Voks Pops poll in August 2001
reported that 61 per cent of fifteen to twenty-four-year-olds believed that
reality television helps to teach them about the ways in which people
interact with each other. But rather than imitating shocking behaviour in
the programmes they are grateful for the chance to learn important life
lessons and skills. Television, in this view, is taking on a parenting and
teaching role.

Competition between the BBC and independent television is strong,
and the battle of the ratings (the number of people watching individual
programmes) indicates the popularity (or otherwise) of offerings. But
competition can mean that similar programmes are shown at the same time
on the major channels, in order to appeal to specific markets and attract
the biggest share of the audience. It is also argued that competition has
reduced the quality of programmes overall and resulted in an appeal to the
lowest common denominator in taste. The BBC in particular is criticized
for its failure to provide high-quality arts, drama and news programmes,
with a slide into commercialism in the battle for ratings. It is argued that
the BBC must maintain its public service obligations to quality and
creativity in order to justify its universal licence fee.

Voices have been raised about the alleged levels of sex, violence and
bad language on British television, particularly before the ‘watershed’ of 9
p.m. when young children may be watching. Some individuals have
attempted to reform and influence the kind of programmes that are shown.
Research suggests that the public can be morally harmed by the content of
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some television programmes. The Conservative government considered that
violence, sex and obscenity on television do affect viewers and was
concerned to ‘clean up’ television. A Broadcasting Standards Complaints
Commission monitors programmes, examines complaints, establishes codes
of conduct for the broadcasting organizations and has tightened its rules
concerning invasion of privacy by broadcasters. The sale and rent of ‘video
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nasties’ (videos which portray extreme forms of violence and brutality)
have been banned and rules for the sale of videos have been tightened. Some
69 per cent of homes now own at least one video-cassette recorder. But
British Social Attitudes 2000–01 suggested that Britons are becoming more
permissive about the portrayal of sex in the media if this is relevant to a
plot, and more permissive if it occurs outside a family context on adult
channels, video and cinema.

Today, there is fierce competition among broadcasters to attract
viewers and advertising revenue. But it is questionable whether an ‘enter-
tainments’ expansion means more genuine choice or declining quality.
Digital broadcasting will increase television channels and may transform
the medium into an interactive force which combines the Internet and
personalized programming in one package. But broadcasters risk losing
audiences and revenue as more people switch to the Internet itself as an
alternative to television. In 2000, 25 per cent of British households had
Internet access.

Media ownership and freedom of expression

The financial and ownership structures of the British media industry are
complex and involve a range of media outlets, which include the press,
radio and television. Sometimes an individual company will own a number
of print products, such as newspapers and magazines, and will specialize
in this area.

But this kind of ownership is declining. Today it is more common 
for newspapers to be owned and controlled by corporations which are
concerned with wide media interests, such as films, radio, television, maga-
zines, and satellite and cable companies. Other newspaper- and media-
owning groups have diversified their interests even further, and may be
involved in a variety of non-media activities. In Britain, only a few news-
papers such as the Guardian and the Morning Star have avoided being
controlled by multinational commercial concerns.

This involvment of large enterprises in the media, and the resulting
concentration of ownership in a few hands, such as newspapers controlled
by News International and Trinity Mirror, has caused concern. Although
these concentrations do not amount to a monopoly situation, there have
been frequent inquiries into the questions of ownership and control. Some
critics argue that the state should provide public subsidies to the media
industries in order to prevent them being taken over by big-business groups.
But this suggestion has not been adopted, and it is felt that there are poten-
tial dangers in allowing the state to gain any direct or indirect financial
influence over the media.
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Today the law is supposed to guard against the risks inherent in
greatly concentrated ownership of the means of communication. The
purchase of further newspapers by an existing owner is controlled by law
and newspaper owners’ shareholdings in independent radio and television
stations are restricted. Further restrictions, such as independent directors
of newspapers; guarantees of editorial independence from owners’ inter-
ference; and trustee arrangements to allow newpapers to maintain their
character and traditions are usually imposed. These arrangements are
intended to prevent monopolies and undue influence by owners. But such
safeguards do not always work satisfactorily in practice, and takeovers of
ITV television companies by rival companies and multimedia corporations
are now permitted within limits.

The question of free expression in the media continues to be of
concern. Critics argue that the media do not have sufficient freedom to
comment on matters of public interest. But the freedom of the media, as
of individuals, to express themselves, is not absolute. Regulations are
placed upon the general freedom in order to safeguard the legitimate inter-
ests of other individuals, organizations and the state, so that a balance
between competing interests may be achieved.

There are several legal restraints upon media freedom of expression.
The sub judice rule means that the media may not comment on court
proceedings and must restrict themselves to the court facts. The rule is
intended to protect the individuals concerned, and if a media organization
breaks the rule it may be found guilty of contempt of court and fined.
Contempt of court proceedings may also be used by judges to obtain jour-
nalists’ sources of information, or to prevent the media from publishing
certain court details and documents.

The obtaining and publishing of state and official information is
controlled tightly by the Official Secrets Act and by D-notices (directives
to the media concerning information which should not be divulged). The
media are also liable to court proceedings for libel and obscenity offences.
Libel is the making of accusations which are proved to be false or harmful
to a person’s reputation. Obscenity covers any action that offends against
public morality. In such cases, the media organization and all the individ-
uals involved may be held responsible.

These restrictions prevent absolute media freedom of expression. It is
argued that there is a need for reform if responsible investigative journalism
is to do its job adequately. Britain is a secretive society, and the Labour
government’s proposed Freedom of Information Act may break down some
of the secrecy and executive control. The Human Rights Act may also allow
greater freedom of media expression.

On the other hand, the media can often act irresponsibly, invade indi-
vidual privacy, behave in unethical ways and sensationalize events for their
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own purposes. The media have won some libel cases brought against them
and gained important victories for open information. But they have also
lost other cases because of their methods. Some media practices do cause
concern and the government may impose statutory restrictions on invasions
of privacy unless the media reform themselves. The Human Rights Act may
also allow individuals to complain about media abuse. But it is generally
felt that freedom of expression could be less restricted than it is at present.

A restraining media institution, the Press Complaints Commission
(PCC), was created in 1990. It is financed by newspaper owners and is
supposed to guard the freedom and independence of the press; maintain
standards of journalism; and judge complaints by the public against news-
papers. Some critics argue that the PCC is not fighting as hard as it might
for press freedom. Others maintain that it is not strict enough with news-
papers when complaints against them are proved. A fear that the govern-
ment might legislate against media abuses has led to a tightening of the
PCC’s rules about privacy invasion, harassment by photographers and
protection of children. Newspaper owners have also created an ombuds-
man system for each newspaper, through which public complaints can be
made and investigated. It remains to be seen whether the PCC and the
ombudsman system will be truly effective.
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It is sometimes argued that the concentrated ownership patterns of
the media might limit freedom of expression by allowing owners undue
influence over what is included in their products. Ex-journalists have
claimed that there is proprietorial interference in some of the media, which
is not being curbed either by editorial guarantees or by legal and govern-
ment restrictions. On the other hand, editors and journalists can be very
independently minded people, who will usually strongly object to any
attempts at interference. Owners, in practice, seem to be careful not to tread
on too many toes, because there are always competing media sources which
are only too willing to publish the facts.

A further concern about limitations on media freedom has been the
extent to which advertisers might dictate policy when they place their prod-
ucts. The question of advertisers’ influence is complex and might today be
more applicable to the mass-consumer market of radio and television than
the press. Advertisers dealing with the press are more concerned with the
type or status of readers rather than their numbers. Arguably, the media
have not succumbed in a substantial degree to the manipulations of the
advertising agencies, in spite of the media’s dependence upon advertising
revenue.

Attitudes to the media

Apart from the issues discussed above, opinion polls suggest that the media
are not a source of great concern to most British people. Respondents are
reasonably, if not overly, satisfied with the BBC and independent broad-
casters. However, most are generally very sceptical of the press and
journalists, and mistrustful of the content of newspapers.

It is difficult to evaluate absolutely whether the media play a domi-
nant part in influencing public opinion on a range of political and other
matters. The left-wing view assumes that they do and consequently disap-
proves of the alleged right-wing bias in the British media. But, while some
people may have their attitudes directly shaped in these ways, it is argued
that a majority of readers and viewers have already made up their own
minds and react against blatant attempts at indoctrination. On certain
occasions and for specific events (such as general elections), the media may
have an important effect on public opinion. But it is also likely that the
media may merely follow popular trends.

Many people learn to read between the lines of newspapers and
broadcasts and are conditioned early in life ‘not to believe everything you
read in the papers’, or hear ‘on the telly’. Since television in particular is
often accused of being either right-wing or left-wing, depending on which
government is in power, it would seem that the British people are receiving
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enough information from all sides of the political spectrum. In practice,
most people object to having politics and other concerns ‘thrust down their
throats’ and many take a sceptical attitude to such matters.

A MORI/British Council poll in 1999 found that only 28 per cent of
overseas respondents (5 per cent for Germany) believe that the British
media as a whole cannot be relied on to tell the truth. The British media
were regarded as being more truthful than their counterparts in most of
the overseas countries surveyed in the poll.

Explain and examine the following terms:

media circulation ‘free newspapers’ Anglia
press tabloid Private Eye ‘hot metal’
advertising broadsheet ownership libel
The Times Sun Rupert Murdoch sub judice
Fleet Street John Reith World Service BBC
licence ITC (IBA) Channel 4 dubbing
PCC mid-market newsboys(girls) duopoly

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 Describe and comment critically on the structure of British broadcasting.
2 Examine the problems of media freedom of expression.
3 Discuss the division of British national newspapers into ‘populars’ and

‘qualities’.

Bignell, J. et al. (2000) British Television Drama: Past, Present and Future London:
Macmillan/Palgrave

Curran, J. and Seaton, J. (1997) Power without Responsibility: The Press and Broad-
casting in Britain Routledge: London

Franklin, B. (2001) British Television Policy: A Reader London: Routledge

Stokes, J. and Reading, A. (eds) (1999) The Media in Britain: Current Debates and
Developments London: Palgrave/Macmillan

Wedell, G. and Luckham, B. (2000) Television at the Crossroads London: Macmillan/
Palgrave
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Exercises ❖

Further reading �



Department of Culture, Media and Sport: www.culture.gov.uk

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC): www.bbc.co.uk

Independent Television Commission: www.itc.org.uk

The Press Association: www.pad.press.net

The Times: www.the-times.co.uk

The Guardian: www.guardian.co.uk

The Daily Telegraph: www.telegraph.co.uk
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BR I T I S H  R E L I G I O U S  H I S T O R Y  H A S  B E E N predominantly Christian. 
It has been characterized by conflict between Roman Catholics and

Protestants and by division into separate Protestant churches and sects. But
it has also included non-Christian faiths, such as Judaism, and groups with
humanist and special beliefs. Today, Britain still possesses a diversity of
religious denominations, which have been added to by recent immigrants.

However, despite these features, the country seems to be largely secu-
lar in terms of the low figures for all types (Christian and non-Christian)
of regular religious observance. Secularization is affecting most faiths,
particularly the Christian. But religion still arguably remains a factor in
national life, whether for believers or as a background to national culture.
It is reflected in active or nominal adherence to denominations and in
general ethical and moral behaviour. Religiosity is greater in Wales,
Scotland and (particularly) Northern Ireland than in England.

Religious history

There is little evidence of organized religion in very early British history,
beyond archeological discoveries which suggest various forms of heathen
belief. Some Christian influences had reached Britain before AD 400 
and during the Roman occupation. But they were not widespread or 
permanent.

Ireland was converted to Christianity around AD 432 mainly by St
Patrick, who brought the faith from Rome. His followers and others spread
Christianity to Wales, Scotland and northern England, establishing reli-
gious centres, such as that of St Columba on the Scottish island of Iona.
In 596–97 the Anglo-Saxons of southern England were converted to
Christianity by St Augustine and other monks, who had been sent from
Rome by Pope Gregory, and who also founded the ecclesiastical capital of
Canterbury in 597. English conversion was encouraged by Anglo-Saxon
kings, who thought that the hierarchical example of the Christian church
would support their royal authority. The church also provided educated
advisers and administrators, through whom the kings could control their
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kingdoms more efficiently. The connection between church and state was
consequently established at an early stage in English history.

Southern English Christianity was based on the beliefs and practices
of the Church of Rome. Although the faith of Ireland, Wales, Scotland 
and northern England was also founded on Roman doctrines, it had a more
Celtic identification. Conflicts and divisions inevitably arose between the
two branches of Christianity. But these were eventually resolved at the
Synod (meeting) of Whitby in 663, where all the churches agreed to accept
the Roman Catholic form of worship.

Christianity became a central and influential force in society. The
church was based on a hierarchy of monks, priests, bishops and arch-
bishops. It was a part not only of religious culture but also of adminis-
tration, government and law. But it was increasingly accused of worldliness
and materialism. It was thought to be corrupt and too concerned with
politics at the expense of religion. However, monarchs maintained their
allegiance to Rome and the Pope in spiritual matters, some with more
conviction than others.

But the relationship between England and Rome became difficult and
by the sixteenth century was at breaking point. English monarchs were
jealous of the wealth and power of the church and resented the influence
of Rome in national affairs. Henry VIII argued in 1529 that as King of
England he, not the Pope, was the supreme legal authority in the country
and that the church and its courts owed their allegiance only to him.

In 1534 Henry broke away from Rome and declared himself head of
the church in England. The immediate reason for this breach was the Pope’s
refusal to accept Henry’s divorce from his queen, Katharine of Aragon,
who had not produced a male heir to the throne. But Henry also wanted
to curb the church’s power and wealth. In 1536 he dissolved many monas-
teries and confiscated a large part of the church’s property.

Although Henry had established a national church, that church was
still Roman Catholic in its faith and practices. Henry did not regard himself
as a Protestant, nor did he consider the English church to be part of the
Protestant Reformation, which was affecting religious life in continental
Europe. Indeed, Henry had defended the papacy against Martin Luther in
1521. The Pope rewarded him with the title of Fidei Defensor (Defender
of the Faith), which British monarchs still bear today, and which can be
seen on most British coins.

Nevertheless, the influence of the European Reformation caused the
English, Scottish and Welsh churches to move away from Rome’s doctrines.
This development in England increased under Edward VI (1547–53), when
practices and beliefs became more Protestant. John Knox in Scotland also
accelerated the process by founding the separate Protestant Church of
Scotland in 1560. Meanwhile, Ireland remained mostly Roman Catholic.
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Henry VIII’s daughter, the Roman Catholic Mary Tudor, tried to
restore the Roman Catholic faith during her reign (1553–58), but did not
succeed. Her sister, the Protestant Elizabeth I (1558–1603), established the
Protestant status of the now Church of England by the terms of her Church
Settlement. The Church’s doctrine was stated in the Thirty-Nine Articles
of Faith (1562) and its forms of church worship were contained in the Book
of Common Prayer (revised in later centuries). English replaced Latin in
church documents and services and priests were later able to marry. The
English church now occupied an intermediate position between Roman
Catholicism and the Protestant churches of Europe.

However, the creation of the Protestant Church of England did not
stop the religious arguments which were to affect Britain in later years.
Many Protestants in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries felt that the
church had not distanced itself sufficiently from Rome. Some left to form
their own religious organizations. Initially called Dissenters because they
disagreed with the majority view, they were later known as Nonconformists
and today are members of the Free Churches. Fierce religious conflicts
between Protestants and Catholics, often resulting in martyrdom, continued
during the seventeenth century. They culminated in the Civil War
(1642–48) between the mainly Protestant Parliamentarians and the largely
Catholic Royalists, which led to the protectorate of Oliver Cromwell.

The collapse of Cromwell’s narrowly puritan regime after his death,
and the restoration of the Stuart monarchy, did bring some religious
moderation. But minority religions still suffered. The Roman Catholic
Church underwent persecution and exclusion for three hundred years after
the Reformation, and Jews and Nonconformists also experienced discrim-
ination. These religious groups were excluded from the universities, the
House of Commons and public positions. It was not until the early nine-
teenth century that most restrictions placed on them were removed.
Meanwhile, the Church of England solidified its dominant position in 1688,
when the Protestant William III succeeded James II, the last Catholic
English king.

But further quarrels affected religious life in the eighteenth century,
as groups reacted to rationalist developments in the Church of England.
For example, the Methodists (founded 1739) stressed the emotional aspects
of salvation and religion. They tried to work within the Church of England,
but opposition to their views eventually forced them to separate.
Nevertheless, an Evangelical wing within the Church was strongly affected
by Methodism. The Evangelicals based their faith on a literal interpreta-
tion of the Bible and a humanitarian idealism. They accomplished many
industrial and social reforms in nineteenth century Britain. Today, the ‘Low
Church’ wing of the Church of England is influenced by Evangelicalism
and Nonconformism.
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Other groups reacted to the Church of England in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and founded a variety of Nonconformist sects, such as
the Baptists. Nonconformists were (and are) particularly strong in Wales.
On the other hand, the Oxford or Tracterian Movement, which developed
in the 1830s, emphasized the Church of England’s connections with Roman
Catholicism. It followed Catholic doctrines and used elaborate ritual in its
church services. It influenced succeeding generations and today is repre-
sented by the Anglo-Catholic and ‘High Church’ wings of the Church of
England.

By the end of the nineteenth century the various Christian and 
non-Christian churches were spread throughout Britain. In the twentieth
century, immigrants have added further religious diversity. Muslim
mosques, Sikh and Hindu temples, and West Indian churches, such as the
Pentecostalists, are common in areas with large ethnic communities.

In Britain today the growth of Christian and non-Christian religious
observance and vitality is found outside the big traditional Christian
churches. The Evangelical movement continues to grow as a branch of
Christianity and is characterized by a close relationship among members
and between them and God, Christ and the Holy Spirit. It breaks down
the barriers of more traditional worship, places little reliance on church
furniture and has many different meeting places. It has basic Christian
beliefs, but expresses them in different ways. The growth of fundamentalist
faiths, ‘enthusiastic’ Christian churches and some five hundred cults or
religious movements have also increased the number of people active in
religious life. Meanwhile non-Christian faiths, such as Islam in particular,
have expanded significantly.

There is religious freedom in contemporary Britain; a person may
belong to any religion or none; and religious discrimination is unlawful.
There is no religious bar to the holding of public office, except that the
monarch must be a member of the Church of England. None of the
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churches is tied specifically to a political party and there are no religious
parties as such in Parliament.

The Christian tradition

Christianity in Britain is represented mainly by the Church of England and
the Roman Catholic Church (which are the largest), the Church of Scotland
and the Free Churches. The Church of England attracts about a fifth of
religiously active Britons and the Roman Catholic Church does only
marginally better. It is argued that these two churches built too many build-
ings for too few people in the nineteenth century. They have since used
resources to subsidize churches that should have been closed, and poorly
attended services contribute to decline. A survey by Churches Information
for Mission in 2001 suggested that traditional Christian churches have lost
their ability to attract the young and need a more contemporary image: 
42 per cent of members of existing congregations consist of retired people
and the average age of churchgoers is over seventy. People under fifty-five
tend to opt for more evangelical forms of worship.

The Church of England

The Church of England is the established or national church in England.
This means that its legal position in the state is confirmed by the
Elizabethan Church Settlement and Parliament. The monarch is the head
of the church; its archbishops, bishops and deans are appointed by the
monarch on the advice of the Prime Minister; and Parliament has a voice
in its organization and rituals. But it is not a state church, since it receives
no financial aid from the state, apart from salaries for non-clerical posi-
tions and help with church schools. The church therefore has a special
relationship with the state, although there continue to be calls for its dises-
tablishment (cutting the connections between church and state) so that it
might have autonomy over its own affairs.

The church is based on an episcopal hierarchy, or rule by bishops.
The two Archbishops of Canterbury and York, together with twenty-four
senior bishops, sit in the House of Lords, take part in its proceedings and
are the church’s link to Parliament. Organizationally, the church is divided
into the two provinces of Canterbury and York, each under the control of
an archbishop. The Archbishop of Canterbury (called the Primate of All
England) is the senior of the two and the professional head of the church.
The two provinces are subdivided into 44 dioceses, each under the control
of a bishop. Many of the bishops’ seats are very old and situated in ancient
cathedral towns, such as Chichester, Lincoln, Durham and Salisbury.
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The dioceses are divided into some 13,000 parishes and each is
centred on a parish church. Most parishes, except for those in rural areas,
have a priest (called either a vicar or a rector) in charge and a large parish
may have additional assistant priests (curates). The priest occupies rent-free
accommodation in a vicarage, but does not have a large salary, which in
most cases today is paid out of central church funds.

The main financial resources of the church come from its substantial
property and investment holdings, and it is the third largest landowner in
Britain (after the Crown and the Forestry Commission). The assets of the
church, which have been estimated at over £400 million, are administered
by the Church Commissioners. This wealth has to finance many very
expensive demands, such as salaries for the clergy and administrators,
maintenance of churches and cathedrals and activities in Britain and
abroad. In recent years the finances of the church have been seriously
depleted because of investment failures, and there are growing demands
upon its capital finance.

The Church of England is considered to be a ‘broad church’ in which
a variety of beliefs and practices coexist. Priests have freedom as to how
they conduct their church services. These can vary from the elaborate ritual
of High Church worship to the simple, functional presentation of Low
Church services. The High Church or Anglo-Catholic wing (some 20 per
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cent of church membership) lays stress on church tradition and the histor-
ical influence of Roman Catholic practices and teaching. The Low Church
or Evangelical wing (some 80 per cent of church membership) bases faith
and practice on simplicity and often a literal interpretation of the Bible and
is suspicious of Roman Catholic influences.

The two wings of the church do not always co-operate happily and
between them there is a considerable variety of fashions. Some priests have
introduced contemporary music and theatre into their services, in order to
appeal to younger congregations and more modern concerns. Today priests
have to deal with a wide variety of problems and pressures in their work,
particularly in deprived and inner-city areas, and cannot easily be restricted
to a purely religious role.

The membership of the Church of England is difficult to determine,
because the church does not have adequate registers of members.
Membership is assumed when a person (usually a baby) is baptized into
the church. But only 40 per cent of the English population have been
baptized. This membership may be confirmed at ‘confirmation’ at the age
of fourteen or fifteen. It is estimated that only a fifth of those baptized are
confirmed and that 1.8 million people are members of the church. In terms
of regular weekly observance at under 1 million, the Church is the second-
largest Christian faith (after Roman Catholicism). But numbers continue
to decline slowly as does the number of priests (owing to retirement).
However, many other Britons may nominally identify themselves with the
Church of England, even though they are not members.

Lay members of the parish are associated with church organization
at the local level through parochial church councils. These send represen-
tatives to the local diocesan councils (or synods), where matters of common
concern are discussed. Cases may then be sent to the General Synod, which
is the national governing body of the Church. It has spiritual, legislative
and administrative functions and makes decisions on subjects such as the
ordination of women priests.

Women in the past served as deacons (an office below the priest) and
in women’s religious orders, but could not be ordained as priests in the
Church. Debate and conflict still surround this question, although the
General Synod approved the ordination of women and the first women
were ordained in 1994. There are now over two thousand and a small
number have reached senior positions. The debate has split the church into
factions, and driven some members and clergy into the Roman Catholic
Church; there is significant hostility to women priests in many parishes and
from some male priests.

The Church of England is sometimes referred to as the ‘Anglican
Church’, in the sense that it is part of a worldwide communion of churches
whose practices and beliefs are very similar, and many of which descend
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from the Church of England. This Anglican Communion comprises some
90 million people in the British-Irish Isles (with Anglican churches in Wales,
Scotland and Ireland) and abroad, such as the Protestant Episcopal Church
in the USA. Most of these churches have women priests and bishops. The
Lambeth Conference (a meeting of Anglican bishops from all over the
world) is held every ten years in London and is presided over by the
Archbishop of Canterbury. It has great prestige, and its deliberations on
doctrine, relations with other churches and attitudes to political and social
questions can be influential.

Today, most Church of England membership is middle- and upper-
class, rural-based and ageing and it is has been identified with the ruling
establishment and authority. There is conflict within the church between
traditionalists, who wish to maintain old forms and beliefs, and modernists,
who want a more engaged and adventurous church to attract a contem-
porary congregation.

In recent years, the Church of England has been more willing to enter
into controversial arguments about social and political problems in contem-
porary Britain, such as the condition of people living in the inner cities,
and has been critical of government policies. This led it into conflict with
the Conservative government, and its popularity among politicians at
present is not high. It has tended to avoid such issues in the past and has
been described as ‘the Conservative Party at prayer’ because of its safe,
establishment image. It is still widely felt that the Church, like the
monarchy, should not involve itself in such questions, and historically it
has favoured compromise. However, some critics argue that the Church is
mediocre, riven with squabbles, uncertain of its future and lacks both
authority and charm. In this view, it must modernize its attitudes, organi-
zation and values if it is to continue as a vital force in British life.

The Church of Scotland

The Church of Scotland (commonly known as the Kirk) is the second estab-
lished church in Britain. Its position as the official national church in
Scotland has been confirmed by successive legislation from 1707, which
has asserted its freedom in spiritual matters and independence from all
parliamentary supervision. The church is completely separate from the
Church of England, has its own organizational structures and decides its
own doctrines and practices.

It was created in 1560 by John Knox. He was opposed to episcopal
rule and considered that the English church had not moved sufficiently far
from Roman Catholicism. The Scottish church followed the teachings of
Calvin, a leading exponent of the European Reformation, and developed a
rather severe form of Presbyterian Protestantism. Presbyterianism means
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government by ordained ministers and elected elders (who are lay members
of the church).

The church has a democratic structure. Individual churches are
governed locally by a Kirk Session, which consists of the minister and
elders. Ministers (who include women) have equality with each other. The
General Assembly is the supreme organizational body of the church and
comprises elected ministers and elders. It meets every year under the pres-
idency of an elected Moderator, who serves for one year and is the leader
of the church during the period of office. There are some 600,000 adult
members of the church.

The Roman Catholic Church

The Roman Catholic Church in Britain experienced much persecution and
discrimination after the Reformation and had difficulties in surviving.
Although its organization was restored and the worst suspicions abated by
1850, reservations about it still continued in some quarters.

Today Catholicism is widely practised throughout Britain and enjoys
complete religious freedom, except for the fact that no Catholic can become
monarch. There are 7 Roman Catholic provinces in Great Britain (4 in
England, 2 in Scotland and one in Wales), each under the supervision of
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an archbishop; 29 dioceses each under the control of a bishop; and over
3,000 parishes. The head of the church in England is the Cardinal
Archbishop of Westminster and the senior lay Catholic is the Duke of
Norfolk. In Northern Ireland, there is one province with 6 dioceses, some
of which overlap with dioceses in the Irish Republic.

It is estimated that there are 5 million nominal members of the Roman
Catholic faith in Britain, although the number of active participants is
about 1.9 million. But regular weekly observance is just over a million,
which makes it the largest Christian church in Britain. Its membership is
centred on the urban working class, settlers of Irish descent, a few promi-
nent upper-class families and some middle-class people.

The church continues to emphasize the important role of education
for its children and requires its members to try to raise their children in the
Catholic faith. There are many voluntary schools specifically for Catholic
pupils, which are sometimes staffed by members of religious orders, such
as the Jesuits and Marists. These and other orders also carry out social
work, such as nursing, hospital duties, childcare and looking after the
elderly.

The Free Churches

The Free Churches are composed of those Nonconformist Protestant sects
which are not established like the Churches of England and Scotland. Some
broke away from the Church of England after the Reformation and others
departed later. In general, they refused to accept episcopal rule or hierar-
chical structures and have ordained women ministers. Their history has
been one of schism and separation among themselves, which has resulted
in the formation of many different sects.

Their egalitarian beliefs are reflected in the historical association
between political and religious dissent, which were important in the forma-
tion of the Labour Party and the radical wing of the old Liberal Party.
These churches have developed their own convictions and practices, which
are often mirrored in their simple church services, worship and buildings.
The Free Churches tend to be strongest in northern England, Wales,
Northern Ireland and Scotland, and most of their membership has histor-
ically derived from the working class. The main Free Churches today are
the Methodists, the Baptists, the United Reformed Church and the
Salvation Army.

The Methodist Church is the largest of the Free Churches, with
353,000 adult members and a community of 1.3 million. It was established
in 1784 by John Wesley after Church of England opposition to his evan-
gelical views obliged him to separate and form his own organization.
Further arguments and division occurred within the Methodist Church in
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the nineteenth century, but most of the doctrinal and administrative
disputes were settled in 1932. Today the Methodist Church in Britain is
based on the 1932 union of most of the separate Methodist sects. But inde-
pendent Methodist churches still exist in Britain and abroad, with a
worldwide membership of several million. Attempts were made in the
1960s and 1970s to unify the Methodists and the Church of England, but
the proposals failed. In practice, however, some ministers of these denom-
inations share their churches and services.

The Baptists (formed in the seventeenth century) are today grouped
in associations of churches. Most of these belong to the Baptist Union of
Great Britain and Ireland, which was formed in 1812 and has a total
membership of some 145,000 people. There are also independent Baptist
unions in Scotland, Wales and Ireland (bringing the total Baptists to some
240,000), in addition to a worldwide Baptist fellowship.

The ancient Congregational Church in England and Wales had its
roots in sixteenth-century Puritanism. It merged with the Presbyterian
Church in England (which was associated with Scottish Presbyterians) in
1972 to form the United Reformed Church, which now has some 96,500
members.

The Salvation Army emphasises saving souls through a practical
Christianity and social concern. It was founded in Britain by William Booth
in 1865; now has some 55,000 active members; has spread to 89 other
countries and has a worldwide strength of 2.5 million. The Salvation Army
is an efficient organization and has centres nationwide to help the home-
less, the abused, the poor, the sick and the needy. Its uniformed members
may be frequently seen on the streets of British towns and cities, playing
and singing religious music, collecting money, preaching and selling their
magazine War Cry.

Other Christian churches

Although active membership of the large Christian churches is declining,
there are a considerable number of smaller Free Churches and Noncon-
formist Christian denominations throughout Britain. The dissenting
tradition has led groups in very varied directions and they all value their
independence and origins. For example, the Religious Society of Friends
(Quakers) was founded in the seventeenth century. The role of its minis-
ters and its meetings for worship are somewhat unconventional. But the
Quakers’ pacifism and social work are influential and their membership has
increased since the early twentieth century to about 17,000 people.

There has been a significant recent increase in ‘enthusiastic’ Christian
churches. These are defined as independent Christian groups, which num-
ber half a million members and are characterized by their Pentacostalist or
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charismatic nature. They emphasize the miraculous and spiritual side of the
New Testament rather than dogma, sin and salvation. Among them are
churches, such as the Assemblies of God and the Elim Pentacostal Church,
which have many members of West Indian (Afro-Caribbean) descent.
Fundamentalist evangelical groups have also been increasing. There are
many other religious sects in Britain, such as the Seventh Day Adventists
with a defined Christian ambience, and others such as the Jehovah’s
Witnesses, the Mormon Church, the Christian Scientists and the Spiritualists
which are Christian variants.

This diversity of groups produces a very varied religious life in Britain
today, but one which is an important reality for significant numbers of
people. Some of it illustrates a growth area in religious observance, marked
by frustration or disenchantment with the heavy, formal and traditional
style of the larger churches and a desire to embrace a more vital, less
orthodox and and more spontaneous form of Christianity.

The non-Christian tradition

The non-Christian tradition in Britain is mainly associated with immigrants
into the country over the centuries, such as the Jews and, more recently,
Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus.

The Jewish community

The first Jews immigrated with the Norman Conquest and were involved
in finance and commerce. The present community dates from the mid-
seventeenth century, following the expulsion of Jews in the thirteenth
century. It now has 283,000 members and is estimated to be the second
largest Jewish population in Europe. The community is composed of the
Sephardim (originally from Spain, Portugal and north Africa) and the
majority Ashkenazim (from Germany and central Europe).

In religious terms, the community is divided into the majority
Orthodox faith (of which the main spokesman is the Chief Rabbi) and
minority Reform and Liberal groups. The focus of religious life is the 250
local synagogues, and Jewish schools are attended by one in three Jewish
schoolchildren. The majority of Jews live in North London, but the East
End of London has traditionally been a place of initial Jewish settlement,
while others live mainly in urban areas outside London.

The community has declined in the past twenty years. This is due to
a disenchantment with religion; an increase in civil and mixed marriages;
considerable emigration by young Jews; a relatively low birth rate; and a
rapidly ageing population of active practitioners. For some British Jews,
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their Jewishness is simply a matter of birth and they are tending to assim-
ilate more with the wider society. For others, it is a matter of deep religious
beliefs and practice and this fundamentalism seems to be increasing. But
the majority still have a larger global identity with Jewish history.

Other non-Christian religions

Immigration into Britain during the last fifty years has resulted in a substan-
tial growth of other non-Christian religions, such as Islam, Sikhism and
Hinduism. The number of practitioners is growing because of relatively
high birth rates in these groups and because of conversion to such faiths
by young working-class non-whites and middle-class whites.

There are now two million Muslims, of whom some 665,000 regu-
larly attend mosque. Most are associated with Pakistan and Bangladesh,
but there are other groups from India, Arab countries and Cyprus. The
Islamic Cultural Centre and its Central Mosque in London are the largest
Muslim institutions in the West, and there are mosques in virtually every
British town with a concentration of Muslim people.

There are also active Sikh (400,000) and Hindu (165,000) religious
adherents in Britain. Most of these come from India and have many temples
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located around the country in areas of Asian settlement. Various forms of
Buddhism are also represented in the population, with about 50,000 active
participants.

Non-Christian religions amount to some 1.4 million active or prac-
tising members and represent a significant growth area when compared to
the Christian churches. But these communities constitute a relatively small
proportion of the total British population, 46 per cent of which remains
nominally Christian despite the growth of agnostics, atheists and those who
claim no denominational identity. They have altered the religious face of
British society and influenced employment conditions, since allowances
have to be made for non-Christians to follow their religious observances
and customs.

They have also become vocal in expressing their opinions on a range
of matters, such as the Muslim demand for their own schools supported
by state funds; Muslim outrage against the British author Salman Rushdie’s
novel The Satanic Verses, parts of which are considered to be blasphemous;
and Muslim claims that British law and politicians discriminate against
their religion.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
3011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
4011
1
2
3111

250 Religion

P L A T E  1 0 . 5 Regent’s Park Mosque, Central London (Duncan Wheret/Barna by)
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P L A T E  1 0 . 6 A Hindu wedding in Leicester (© Roshini Kempadoo/Format)



Co-operation among the churches

The intolerance and bigotry of Christian denominations in Britain have
gradually mellowed after centuries of hostility, restrictions and repression.
There is now considerable co-operation between the churches, although this
stops short of ecumenism (full unity). Discussions continue between the
Roman Catholic Church and other Christian churches about closer ties,
and an Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission explores points of possible
unity. The old enmity between Protestants and Catholics has been reduced.
But animosity continues in parts of Scotland and most demonstrably in
Northern Ireland.

On other levels of co-operation, Churches Together in Britain and
Ireland has representatives from the main Christian churches, is presided
over by the Archbishop of Canterbury and works towards common action
and Christian unity. The Free Church Federal Council does a similar job
for the Free Churches. The Anglican and the main Free Churches also
participate in the World Council of Churches, which attempts to promote
worldwide co-operation and studies common problems. The Council of
Christians and Jews works for better understanding among its members
and the Council for Churches of Britain and Ireland has established a
Committee for Relations with People of Other (non-Christian) Faiths.

Such attempts at possible co-operation are seen by some as positive
actions, which might break down barriers and hostility. Others see them
as signs of weakness since denominations are forced to co-operate because
of declining memberships and their lack of real influence in the contem-
porary world. Any movement towards Christian unity may also be
threatened by the ordination of women priests in the Church of England,
since the worldwide Anglican Communion accepts them, but the Roman
Catholic Church is opposed.

Many church people at the grassroots level argue that the churches
must adapt more to the requirements of modern life, or else decline in
membership and influence. Religious life in Britain has become more evan-
gelical and co-operative in order to reflect a diverse contemporary society
and values. But some traditionalists wish to preserve the historical elements
of religious belief and practice, and the tension between them and
modernists in all religious groups is likely to continue.

Religion in schools

Non-denominational Christian religious education is legally compulsory in
state schools in England and Wales. The school day is supposed to start
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with an act of collective worship, and religious lessons should be provided
which concentrate on Christianity but also include the other main faiths.
However, if a pupil (or parent) has strong objections, the pupil need not
take part in either the service or the lessons. Religious services and teaching
are not compulsory in Scotland.

In practice, few secondary schools hold daily religious assemblies.
Custom differs for the religious lessons, particularly in areas with large
ethnic communities. The lessons can take many different forms and may
not be tied to specific Christian themes. Frequent proposals are made that
the legal compulsion in religious education should be removed, but it is still
enshrined in the latest Education Acts. Some people see religious education
and collective worship as a way to raise moral standards and encourage
social values. Others disagree. Many schools cannot meet their religious
legal obligations and question the point of doing so.

Voluntary (religion-based) schools at primary and secondary levels
have long existed in Britain and are now largely funded by the state but
controlled by church authorities, such as the Church of England, the
Roman Catholics, Judaism and Methodism. The Labour government
wishes to increase the number of such faith schools because of their acad-
emic records and its wish to reflect diversity. The Church of England and
the Methodists want to open more such schools, and the first state-funded
Islamic secondary school for girls opened in 2001 (in addition to three
existing Muslim schools).

These developments are controversial. It is argued that single-faith
schools will institutionalize segregation, lead to a ‘balkanization’ of British
society rather than an embrace of pluralism, increase intolerance from
inside and outside the schools, and that children will grow up ignorant of
other religions. Experience in Northern Ireland illustrates the potential
dangers of segregated schooling.

Religious membership and observance

The decline in membership of the main Christian churches in the twentieth
century has continued. But significant increases have occurred in some of
the Free Churches, non-Christian denominations and new or independent
religious movements.

It is difficult to obtain precise information about religious member-
ship, observance and belief in Britain since denominations have their own
methods of assessing membership figures. More accurate religious infor-
mation will be available for the first time from the 2001 census. However,
a survey in British Social Attitudes 2000–01 found that 27 per cent of
respondents considered themselves to be Church of England, 9 per cent
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were Roman Catholic, 4 per cent were Church of Scotland, 6 per cent clas-
sified themselves as other Protestant, 10 per cent were other religion and
44 per cent had no religion. Over time, there has been a significant reduc-
tion in Church of England identification, a big increase in the number of
people without a religion and a rise in the ‘other religion’ category.
Secularization is increasing, but growth and pluralism is suggested by those
with ‘other religions’ (many of which are probably non-Christian).

The survey found that while church attendance outside special occa-
sions, such as weddings, funerals and baptisms, was low, the degree of
decline, though continuing, had been (perhaps surprisingly) slight. But only
13 per cent of all faiths attended a service once a week; 54 per cent never
attended or practically never; 10 per cent attended at least twice a year;
and 6 per cent at least once a year. These figures had remained constant
over an eight-year period. They suggest a large overall decline in church
membership, but a smaller decline in actual church attendance.

It is now possible to be legally married in places other than churches
or register offices. It is estimated that only 25 per cent of British people are
now married in a religious building and about 80 per cent receive some
form of religious burial or cremation. The majority of British people there-
fore enter a religious building only for baptisms, weddings and funerals.

Attitudes to religion and morality

There are two opposed positions on religious life in modern Britain. The
first suggests falling levels of involvement with the main Christian churches
and a general decline of religious faith. Increasing secularization indicates
that religious institutions and consciousness are losing their social and
public significance. The second position indicates a religious renewal in
some churches and an actual growth in others because of religious
pluralism and a diversity of faiths.

While institutional observance may no longer be popular in Britain,
polls suggest that people still have religious beliefs on a personal level,
which include belief in a God, sin, a soul, heaven, life after death, the devil
and hell.

When respondents to a British Social Attitudes 2000–01 survey were
asked about belief in a God, it was found that there had been little change
since 1991. The figures suggested that 52 per cent believed in a God, 22
per cent did not know and 25 per cent did not believe. Over time, this
meant that there had been only a small decline in belief in a God.

It is argued that such results mean that people in modern Britain are
becoming more individualistic and less dependent upon church authorities.
They consequently adopt a more personal approach towards religion and
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no longer automatically follow the lead of organized religion. The statistics
suggest that a distinction can be made between formal religious observance
of an instititional or organized kind and the private individual sphere of reli-
gious or moral feeling. Despite the appearance of a secular state, religion in
its various forms is still a factor in national life. Radio, television and the
press concern themselves with religious and moral topics. Religious broad-
casting on radio and television attracts large audience figures, and recent
reports suggest further demand for this type of communication despite the
attempts of some broadcasters to cut religious broadcasting.

On an institutional level, religion is also reflected in traditions and
ceremonies, as well as being evident in national and individual morality.
Religious denominations are relatively prominent in British life and are
active in education, voluntary social work and community care. Religious
leaders publicly debate doctrine, social matters, political concerns and the
moral questions of the day, not always necessarily within narrow church
limits.

But the large churches appear incapable of countering further secu-
larization and, given increasingly aged congregations, this process seems
likely to continue. At a more extreme level and according to a Leeds
University survey in 1997, many Britons do not trust other people and see
life as less predictable, more time-pressured, less secure, more materialistic
and fast-moving, and their society as riddled with mistrust, cynicism and
greed. Lacking traditional faith in conventional religion, people appear to
put their trust in materialism, physical appearance and individualism.

Nevertheless, there also seems to be a longing for spirituality, other-
worldly comfort and explanation, particularly among the eighteen to thirty
age group. This search can lead in different directions. People believe
increasingly in mysticism, alternative spiritual disciplines and New Age
practices, the paranormal, telepathy, second sight and astrology. It is
argued that this need for spirituality is not being provided by established
churches.

Such religious concerns seem also to influence matters of personal
morality and civic responsibilty. Although there are differences of emphasis
between younger and older generations and between men and women, the
British have strong views about right and wrong. But these are not neces-
sarily tied to the teaching of any particular denomination. Polls suggest that
a majority of people think, for example, that the following are morally
wrong: hard drugs such as heroin, scenes of explicit violence on television,
adultery, pornography on the Internet, scientific experiments on human
beings and scientific experiments on animals.

But the British have become more tolerant, for example, of sex in
films, homosexuality, cohabitation outside marriage, soft drugs such as
cannabis, alternative lifestyles and euthanasia (allowing a doctor to end a
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patient’s life) if the person has a painful incurable illness. A majority also
feel that it is worse to convict an innocent person (miscarriage of justice)
than to let a guilty individual go free.

In terms of civic responsibility, polls suggest that attitudes to
authority remain relatively conventional in some areas. A majority of
respondents feel that children should be taught in the home environment
to respect honesty, good manners and other people. Feelings have hard-
ened towards those individuals who reject society as presently constituted,
who demonstrate and protest and who encourage disobedience in children.
Most respondents agree that schools should teach children to obey
authority. But the number of people who consider that the law should be
obeyed without exception has fallen and more now believe that one should
follow one’s conscience, even if this means breaking the law.

These mixed views indicate that many British people now embrace
an authoritarian posture in some questions of morals and social behaviour.
‘Moral traditionalism’, old values and civic responsibility are still sup-
ported. But there is often a greater adherence to concepts of personal 
and social morality than those dictated by official and legal restraints. This
is reflected also in people’s considerable concerns about drugs, law and 
order, crime, violence and vandalism, and their preference for strong action
to be taken in these areas. In other matters, there seems to be a growing
libertarianism.

Explain and examine the following terms:

Canterbury Henry VIII ‘Low Church’ confirmation
bigotry Iona Free Churches General Synod
St Patrick Episcopal Church Settlement John Knox
Whitby Quakers vicar Salvation Army
baptism ecumenism denomination evangelism

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 What does the term ‘Christianity’ mean in relation to British religious
history?

2 Discuss religious membership and observance in contemporary British
life.

3 Critically examine the role of the Church of England.
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Alderman, G. (1998) Modern British Jewry Oxford: Clarendon Press

Bebbington, D. (1988) Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to
the 1980s London: Routledge

Brown, C.G. (2000) The Death of Christian Britain London: Routledge

Bruce, S. (1995) Religion in Modern Britain Oxford: Oxford University Press

Sewell, D. (2001) Catholics: Britain’s Largest Minority London: Viking

The Church of England: www.church-of-england.org

Church of Scotland: www.cofs.org.uk/3colcos.htm

Roman Catholic Church: www.tasc.ac.uk/cc and www.catholic.org.uk

United Synagogue: www.brijnet.org.uk

Judaism: www.jewish.co.uk

Islam: www.muslimdirectory.co.uk

Q-News (Muslim): www.aapi.co.uk/q-news
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TH E  D I V E R S I T Y  O F  L I F E  I N  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  B R I T A I N is reflected in
the ways the British organize their personal, sporting, leisure and

artistic lives. These features reveal a series of different cultural habits, rather
than a unified image, and are divided between participatory and spectator
pastimes. Some are associated with national identities and, in many cases,
are also connected to social class and minority participation.

According to the authors of We British (Jacobs and Worcester 1990:
124), the rich variety of leisure, arts and sporting activities disproves the
notion of Britain as a country of philistines who prefer second-rate enter-
tainment to the best. Yet there are frequent complaints from many quarters
about a ‘dumbing down’ of British cultural life in television programmes,
films, the arts, literature, popular music and education.

Certain findings about ‘leisure pursuits’ and their social implications
have been formulated by academics. Since most leisure time in Britain is
now spent within the home and/or family environment, this would seem to
indicate a separation from the wider social context. Much leisure provision
is commercialized or profit-oriented and is therefore part of the consumer
society. But access to leisure activities is unevenly distributed in the popu-
lation, because it is dependent upon purchasing power and opportunity.

Nevertheless, the creative and cultural industries which service the
‘leisure market’ are an important part of Britain’s social and economic life.
According to a DCMS survey in 2001, these industries generate £112.5
billion a year in revenue, contribute £10.2 billion in export earnings,
employ 1.3 million people and account for over 5 per cent of the gross
domestic product.

Leisure activities

Leisure activities in earlier centuries, apart from some cultural interests
exclusive to the metropolitan elite, were largely conditioned by the rural
and agricultural nature of British life. Village communities were isolated
and transport was either poor or non-existent. People were consequently
restricted to their villages and obliged to create their own entertainments.
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Some of these participatory activities were home-based, while others were
enjoyed by the whole village. They might be added to by itinerant players,
who travelled the countryside and provided a range of alternative spectator
entertainments, such as drama performances and musical events.

Improved transportation and road conditions from the eighteenth
century onwards enabled the rural population to travel to neighbouring
towns where they took advantage of a variety of amusements and wider
social opportunities. Spectator activities increased with the industrialization
of the nineteenth century, as theatre, the music halls and sports developed
and became available to more people. The establishment of railway systems
and the formation of bus companies initiated the pattern of cheap one-day
trips around the country and to the seaside, which were to grow into the
mass charter and package tours of contemporary Britain. The arrival of
radio, films and television in the twentieth century resulted in a further
huge professional entertainments industry. In all these changes, the mixture
of participatory, spectator, home-based and wider social leisure activities
has continued.

Many contemporary pursuits have their roots in the cultural and
social behaviour of the past, such as boxing, wrestling, cricket, football and
a wide range of athletic sports. Dancing, amateur theatre and musical
events were essential parts of rural life for all classes and were often asso-
ciated with the changing agricultural seasons. The traditions of hunting,
shooting and fishing have long been widely practised in British country life
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P L A T E  1 1 . 1 A working men’s club (© Popperfoto)



(not only by the aristocracy), as well as blood sports, such as dog and cock
fighting and bear baiting, which are now illegal.

A feature of contemporary Britain is the continuing attempt to stop
many kinds of rural activities (such as fishing) and hunting (especially fox
hunting). A MORI poll in 1997 showed that two-thirds of respondents
favoured a complete ban on fox hunting with horses and dogs. The coun-
tryside lobby opposes such a ban, and animal activists have become more
violent in their objections to and campaigns against what they see as the
cruelty of many rural traditions.

In addition to cultural and sporting pastimes, the British enjoy a
variety of other leisure activities since many opportunities are now avail-
able and, despite their long working hours, more people have more free
time. Most workers have at least four weeks’ paid holiday a year, in addi-
tion to public holidays such as Christmas, Easter and Bank Holidays,
although Britain has fewer public holidays than most other European coun-
tries. The growing number of pensioners has created an economically
rewarding leisure market, while unemployment (although reduced) means
that such groups of people have more enforced spare time.

Consumer patterns associated with leisure activities are also changing
in Britain. These coincide with part-time and shift working and greater
disposable incomes, particularly among young people. There is a demand
for pubs and leisure services as well as shops, companies, businesses,
doctors and schools to remain open longer or to be available for longer
periods.

The most common leisure pastimes are social or home-based, such as
visiting or entertaining friends, trips to the pub (public house), watching
television and videos, reading books and magazines and listening to the
radio, tapes, records and cassettes. The most popular non-sporting leisure
activity for all people aged four and over is watching television (for 26
hours a week), and for men television viewing is apparently the single most
popular pastime throughout the year. But, according to the Henley research
centre in 2001, the British public now spends more time reading each year
and less time listening to radio and television. Although television still tops
the list, the decrease in viewing hours may be due to a dissatisfaction with
the quality of the programmes shown on British television.

In 1999, 14 per cent of total household expenditure was spent on
leisure goods and services (more than on food). The British now occupy
some two-thirds of their spare time using electronic equipment. An increas-
ingly large amount of money is spent on items such as television sets (owned
by over 98 per cent of households, with 13 per cent subscribing to satel-
lite television and 9 per cent to cable television in 1999), radio (listened to
for some ten hours a week), video recorders (owned by nine in ten house-
holds in 1999), computers (a third of households in 1999) and compact
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disc players (68 per cent of households in 1999). 25 per cent of households
had access to the Internet in 2000 and 45 per cent of adults had accessed
it at some time.

The home has become the chief place for family and individual enter-
tainment, and poses serious competition to other activities outside the
home, such as the cinema, sports and theatre. Leisure activities for both
males and females exclusively within the home include listening to the radio
or music; watching television; studying; reading books and newspapers;
relaxing; conversations; entertaining; knitting and sewing; and hobbies.

Despite the competition from television, the cinema and other elec-
tronic media, reading is still an important leisure activity for over half of
men and women in Britain. There is a large variety of books and maga-
zines to cater for all tastes and interests. In 1999 123 million books were
sold in the UK and the value of exported books amounted to £890 million.
The best-selling books are romances, thrillers, modern popular novels,
detective stories and works of adventure and history. Classic literature is
not widely read, although its sales can benefit from adaptations on televi-
sion. The tie-in of books (of all types) with videos and television series is
now a very lucrative business.

There are 5,000 public libraries in the UK which provide books, CDs,
records and audio/visual cassettes on loan to the public, together with infor-
mation, computer and Internet facilities. Libraries are very well used, with
34 million people (58 per cent of the population) in 2001 being members
of local libraries and 50 per cent borrowing at least once a month. Only
readers in Finland, Denmark and the Netherlands borrow more library
books per head of population.

Do-it-yourself hobbies (DIY), such as house painting, decorating and
gardening, are very popular and home repairs and improvements amount
to a large item in the total household budget. The number of restaurants
has increased and the practice of eating out is much more popular. This is
catered for by a variety of so-called ‘ethnic’ restaurants (particularly Indian,
Chinese, Italian and French) in most British high streets and fast-food
outlets serving pizza, hamburgers, kebabs, chicken and fish and chips.

But visiting the pub is still a very important part of British life, and
more money is spent on drinking and other pub activities than on any other
single form of leisure. Some seven out of ten adults visit pubs and one-third
go once or more a week. Research from Leeds University in 2001 suggested
that the pub was a psychological necessity for most men, and visits were
good for their health. They used the pub to bond, to recharge their batteries
and as an emotional outlet. Almost half of the research sample said that
they would still go to the pub if there was no alcohol.

But the pub, as a social institution, has changed over the years,
although it still caters for a wide range of different groups and tastes. The
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pub is said to be Britain’s most envied and imperfectly imitated institution,
where people can gather on neutral ground and socialize on their own
terms. However, falling custom, rising property prices, takeovers by large
breweries and entertainment chains, an obsession with trendiness, faddish-
ness and quick profits have led to a decline in Britain’s unique pub heritage.
The UK’s 56,000 pubs are being depleted by more than twenty a month
and turned into gentrified eateries, clubs or American-style bars in an
attempt to emulate ‘café society’.

Pub licensing hours, which apply to opening times for the sale of
alcohol, have been liberalized, and pubs may now open from 11 a.m. to
11 p.m. (varying hours on Sundays), but children under fourteen are not
allowed in the bar. Most pubs provide food in addition to drinks, and
some, in more prosperous urban and rural areas, have restaurants attached
to them, where the quality is variable.

But in recent years, the mushrooming of  wine bars, café bars, discos
and nightclubs has meant a considerable amount of competition for tradi-
tional pubs. The growth and popularity of the club scene with its music,
drink and appeal to the young offers further competition to the pub trade,
although people may move between different venues during an evening.
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British nightlife for most young people is varied and vibrant, with
nightclubs, large-scale pop gigs at arenas and sports grounds, music festi-
vals and controversial outdoor ‘rave’ parties. British bands and DJs are
much admired throughout the world. Use of recreational drugs such as
cannabis, Ecstasy and cocaine has become so widespread that there are
increasing calls, even from the police, for decriminalization. There is also
a thriving lesbian and gay scene, more developed than in some other
European countries.

Holidays and where to spend them have also become an important
part of British life and have been accompanied by more leisure time and
money for the majority of the people. They represent the second major
leisure cost (after pub drinking). While more Britons in recent years have
been taking their holidays in Britain itself, where the south-west English
coastal resorts and Scotland are very popular in summer, much larger
numbers now also go abroad in both winter or summer or both, and the
great days of the British (particularly seaside) resorts have declined consid-
erably. The number of holidays taken away from home by the British
amounted to 56 million in 1998, with 33 million being taken in Britain
itself. Some 26 million are taken abroad, with Spain, France and the USA
being the main attractions for holidaymakers, who buy relatively cheap
package tours. But the British seem to have become more adventurous and
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P L A T E  1 1 . 3 British holidaymakers in Gran Canaria in the Canary Islands 
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are now travelling widely outside Europe to Asia and Africa on a variety
of holidays.

Many people prefer to organize their own holidays and make use of
the good air and sea communications between Britain and the continent.
In Britain itself, different forms of holiday exist, from the traditional ‘bed
and breakfast’ at a seaside boarding house, to hotels, caravan sites and
camping. Increased car ownership has allowed greater travel possibilities.
Today, more than seven out of ten households have the use of at least one
car and 27 per cent have two or more.

Leisure activities outside the home and their social implications conse-
quently encompass travel; excursions; playing sport; watching sport; walks;
church; civic duties; cinema and theatre; discos, dances, parties and bingo;
social clubs; pubs; and visiting friends.

Sports

There is a wide variety of sports in Britain today, which cater for large
numbers of spectators and participators. Some of these are minority or
class-based sports (such as yachting and rugby league respectively), while
others appeal to majority tastes (such as football). The number of people
participating in sports has increased. This has coincided with a greater
awareness of health needs and the importance of exercise. Spending on
playing and watching sports, and buying sports equipment, amount to a
considerable part of the household budget. But it is argued that Britain has
inadequate sporting facilities and leisure centres in both the public and
private sectors.

The 2001 General Household Survey reported that 71 per cent of
men and 57 per cent of women (29 million people over sixteen) participate
in outdoor and indoor sports or forms of exercise. The most popular partic-
ipatory sporting activity for both men (49 per cent) and women (41) is
walking (including rambling and hiking). Billiards, snooker or pool (20)
are the next most popular for men, followed by cycling (15), indoor swim-
ming (11) and football (10). Keep fit or yoga (17) is the next most popular
sport for women, followed by indoor swimming (15), cycling (8) and
snooker and pool (4). Fishing is the most popular country sport.

Amateur and professional football (soccer) is played throughout most
of the year and also at international level. It is the most watched sport and
today transcends its earlier working-class associations. The professional
game has developed into a large, family-oriented organization, but has
suffered from hooliganism, high ticket prices, declining attendances and
financial crises. However, enforced changes in recent years such as all-seater
stadiums, greater security, improved facilities and lucrative tie-ins with
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television coverage (such as Sky-Sport) have greatly improved this situa-
tion. Many of the top professional football clubs in the English Premier
League have become public companies quoted on the Stock Exchange, and
football is now big business.

But there is a widening gulf between these clubs and others in the
lower divsions. Some 80 per cent of England’s soccer clubs in 2001 were
losing money despite television income, which goes largely to the twenty
clubs in the Premiership. Most football clubs (even in the Premiership) are
in a precarious financial position despite increased income, with only a few
making a profit and many losing control over their costs. It is argued that
this situation is due to poor club organization, bad business sense, huge
salaries for players, inflated transfer fees and lack of success on the pitch.

Rugby football is a popular winter pastime and is widely watched
and played. It is divided into two codes. Rugby Union was once confined
to amateur clubs and was an exclusively middle-class and public-school-
influenced game. But it became professional in 1995 (at least for the top
clubs) and now covers a wider social spectrum. Rugby League is played by
professional teams, mainly in the north of England, and still tends to be a
working-class sport. Both types of rugby are also played internationally.

Cricket is a summer sport in Britain, but the England team also plays
in the winter months in Commonwealth countries. It is both an amateur
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P L A T E  1 1 . 4 Manchester United fans at a football match between their team
and Tottenham Hotspur (© Popperfoto/Reuters)



and professional sport. The senior game is professional and is largely
confined to the English and Welsh county sides which play in the county
championships. Attendance at cricket matches continues to decline and the
contemporary game has lost some of its attractiveness as it has moved in
overly-professional and money-dominated directions. It has lost many spec-
tators and is in danger of becoming a minority sport.

There are many other sports which reflect the diversity of interests in
British life. Among these are golf, horse racing, hunting, riding, fishing,
shooting, tennis, hockey, bowls, darts, snooker, athletics, swimming,
sailing, mountaineering, walking, ice sports, motor-car and motor-cycle
racing and rally driving. American football and basketball are increasingly
popular owing to television exposure. These sports may be either amateur
or professional, and spectator- or participator-based, with car and motor-
cycle, greyhound racing and horse racing being the most watched.

The professional sporting industry is now very lucrative, and is closely
associated with sponsorship schemes, television income, brand merchan-
dizing and non-sport sales. Gambling or betting on sporting and other
events has always been a popular, if somewhat disreputable, pastime in
Britain, and is now much more in the open and acceptable. Most gambling
(through betting shops or bookmakers) is associated with horse and grey-
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P L A T E  1 1 . 5 A football match: Liverpool versus Tottenham Hotspur 
(© Popperfoto/Reuters)



hound racing, but can involve other sports. Weekly football pools (betting
on match results) are very popular and can result in huge financial wins.
The new-found acceptabilty of gambling in Britain was reflected in the
establishment of a National Lottery in 1994. It is similar to lotteries in
other European countries, and considerable amounts of money can be won.
Some of its income has also funded artistic, community, leisure and sports
activities which are in need of finance to survive. But falling ticket sales
and profits in 2001 meant that the Lottery could no longer guarantee finan-
cial support for these ‘good causes’.

A National Centre for Social Research survey in June 2000 found that
72 per cent of British adults gamble at least once a year. The National
Lottery came top (65 per cent of adults) followed by scratchcards (22), fruit
machines (14), horse racing (13), private bets with friends or workmates
(11), football pools (9), bingo (7) and casino gambling (3).

It is interesting that many sports have contributed to institutionalized
features of British life and provide a certain degree of national identity. For
example, Wimbledon is tennis; the Football Association Cup Final is foot-
ball in England (at Wembley Stadium before its closure in 2000); St
Andrews is golf in Scotland; Twickenham in England, Murrayfield in
Scotland, and Cardiff Arms Park in Wales are rugby union; Lord’s Cricket
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P L A T E  1 1 . 6 Cricket in the city, Kennington estate, London (Cleland Brims/Barnaby)



Ground in London is cricket; the Derby is flat horse racing; the Grand
National in Liverpool is steeplechasing; Henley Regatta is rowing; Cowes
Week off the Isle of Wight is yachting; Ascot is horse racing; and the British
Grand Prix is Formula One motor racing. Some of these sports may appeal
only to certain sections of the population, while others may still be equated
more with wealth and social position.

Some people feel that the professionalization and commercialization
of sport in Britain has tended to weaken the traditional sporting image of
the amateur and the old emphasis upon playing the game for its own 
sake. But these values still exist to some degree, in spite of greater finan-
cial rewards for professional sport, the influences of sponsorship and
advertising and increasing cases of unethical behaviour in all sports. But
tobacco sponsorship of most sporting events has now been banned by the
Labour government.

British governments have only recently taken an active political
interest in sport. They are now more concerned to promote sport at all
levels and there are Ministers for Sport in England, Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland, who are supposed to co-ordinate sporting activities
throughout the country. The Labour government is concerned to improve
sporting facilities in Britain by setting up sports councils, colleges, funds
and action zones, operating on a regional basis. However, the national
provisions for sport in Britain are allegedly inadeqate and there is a lack
of professional coaches, capital investment and sporting facilities com-
pared with other countries. Local authority sports and leisure centres,
particularly in inner city areas, continue to be sold off, despite the Labour
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P L A T E  1 1 . 7 Cricket in the country, Kent (Alexander Brima/Barnaby)



government’s attempt to focus more money on playing fields and open
spaces in deprived areas.

The sporting notion of ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’ has long
been a principle of British education. All schools are supposed to provide
physical recreation and a reasonable range of sports is usually available for
schoolchildren. Schools may offer soccer, rugby, hockey or netball during
the winter months, and cricket, tennis, swimming and athletics during the
summer. Some schools are better provided with sporting facilities than
others and offer a wider range of activities.

However, there are frequent complaints from parents that team games
and competitive sports are declining in state schools. School reorganization
and the creation of large comprehensives have reduced the amount of inter-
school competition, which used to be a feature of education; some left-wing
councils are opposed to competitive activities; there is a shortage of playing
fields; and a lack of adequate equipment and coaching facilities. The posi-
tion is particularly acute in the inner city areas, and is of concern to those
parents who feel that their children are being prevented from expressing
their normal physical natures. They maintain that the state school system
is failing to provide sporting provision for children and some parents 
turn to the independent sector, which is usually well provided with sports
facilities. But government aid may improve the availability and standard 
of state school sports.

The Labour government (in a reversal of previous ideology) tried in
2001 to address the lack of sporting facilities and recent achievement in
Britain by embracing the notion of competition between schoolchildren and
creating databases of sporting facilities, since none were avaliable at school
or local government level. Nevertheless, 70 per cent of the most talented
youngsters drop out of sport between the ages of fourteen and seventeen,
as opposed to 20 per cent in countries such as France. But better facilities
in themselves may not be enough and some critics maintain that schools
and local areas are in fact reasonably good in terms of provision. It is
argued that more people of all ages should be encouraged to take up sport
and that there should be greater co-operation between schools and local
communities in the use of facilities and coaching.

The arts

The ‘arts’ once had a somewhat precious and exclusive image associated
with notions of high culture, which were usually the province of the urban
and metropolitan middle and upper classes. This attitude has lessened to
some degree since the Second World War under the impetus of increased
educational opportunities and the gradual relaxation of social barriers. 
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The growth of mass and popular culture has increased the potential
audience for a wider range of cultural activities, and the availability and
scope of the arts has spread to greater numbers of people. These activities
may be amateur or professional and continue the mixture of participatory,
spectator and home-based entertainment.

It is argued that the genuine vitality and innovation of the British arts
are to be found in the millions of people across the country who are
engaged in amateur music, art and theatre, rather than in the professional
and commercial world. Virtually every town, suburb and village has 
an amateur group, whether it be a choir, music group, orchestra, string
quartet, pipe band, brass band, choral group, opera group or dramatic club.
In addition, there are 500 professional arts and cultural festivals held each
year throughout Britain, many of which are of a very high standard.

The funding of the mainstream arts in Britain is precarious and
involves the private and public sectors. The public sector is divided between
local authorities and the regional Arts Councils. Local authorities raise
money from the council (property) tax to fund artistic activities in their
areas, but the amounts spent vary considerably between different areas of
the country and local authorities are attacked for spending either too much
or too little on cultural activities.

Members of the regional Arts Councils in England, Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland are appointed by the Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport. They are responsible for dividing up an annual govern-
ment grant to the arts and the finance has to be shared among theatres,
orchestras, opera and ballet companies, art galleries, museums and a variety
of other cultural organizations. The division of limited funds has inevitably
attracted much criticism. It means that many artistic institutions are often
dependent upon the private sector to supply donations and funding, in
addition to their state and local government money, in order to survive and
provide a service. But some cultural organizations, such as the Royal Opera
and museums, have received much-needed finance from the National
Lottery.

British theatre can be lively and innovative and has a deserved inter-
national reputation. There are some 300 commercial or professional
theatres, in addition to a large number of amateur dramatic clubs, fringe
and pub theatres throughout the country. London and its suburbs have
about a hundred theatres, but the dominant influence is the London ‘West
End’. The majority of the West End theatres are commercial, in that they
are organized for profit and receive no public funds. They provide a range
of light entertainment offerings from musicals to plays and comedies.

However, some of the other London theatres are subsidized from
grants supplied by the Arts Council, such as the National Theatre, the
Royal Shakespeare Company (as well as at Stratford-upon-Avon) and the
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English Stage Company. These cater for a variety of plays from the clas-
sics to modern drama. The subsidized theatres in both London and the
regions constantly plead for more state financial aid, which the government
is loath to give. The government subsidy is considerably less than that given
to most comparable theatres in continental Europe. But there is a feeling
in some quarters that these theatres should be more competitive and
commercially minded like the West End, although Arts Council grants have
been recently increased.

Many of the theatres in the regions outside London are repertory
theatres, which means that they provide a number of plays in a season and
have a resident theatre company and organization. The repertory compa-
nies have traditionally been the training ground for British actors and
actresses. They present a specific number of classical and innovative plays
and a variety of other artistic offerings in a season.

Most theatres in London and elswhere have had difficult times in
recent years in attracting audiences and in remaining solvent, although the
West End theatres brought £1 billion into the British economy in 2000.
They have had to cope with increased competition from alternative and
new entertainment activities. New commercial theatres in some cities are
proving popular and are taking audiences away from the established reper-
tory companies. These commercial theatres provide a wide range of popular
entertainment, shows and drama, as well as plays prior to a London run.
There are now signs that audience figures for all types of theatres are
picking up again.

Opera in Britain occupies a similar position to that of the theatres
and is divided into subsidized, commercial and amateur companies. The
Royal Opera in London provides London seasons and occasional regional
tours while the English National Opera Company supplies a similar mid-
market service. It and the Royal Opera now share the reburbished facilities
of the Covent Garden Theatre. There is a range of other opera companies,
both in London and the regions, such as the English Opera Group, the
Welsh National Opera and the Scottish Opera Company. There are also
several light opera groups, and ballet companies such as the Ballet Rambert,
the London Festival Ballet, the Scottish Theatre Ballet and the Royal Ballet,
which operates in London and Birmingham. A number of contemporary
dance companies have also been formed in recent years.

Britain has many high-quality orchestras, although most of them are
based in London, such as the London Symphony Orchestra, the London
Philharmonic and the BBC Symphony Orchestra. There are regional
symphony orchestras of high quality, such as the Hallé in Manchester, the
City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, the Ulster Orchestra, the BBC
National Orchestra of Wales and the Royal Scottish National Orchestra
and a number of chamber groups in London and the regions. Most of the
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opera, ballet and orchestra activities have their greatest appeal in London
and still cater only for a minority of the people. But more popular forms,
such as brass bands, choral singing and light music have a large following.
The more exclusive entertainments are heavily dependent upon Arts
Council subsidies, local government grants and private donations. The
country’s operatic, dance and classical music offerings can compete against
international rivals.

The history of the cinema in Britain has shown a big decline since its
early days as a very popular form of mass entertainment and from 1946
when annual visits reached a total of 1.6 billion. The domestic film industry
had virtually ceased to exist, because of lack of investment and government
help, although British films with British actors continued to be made abroad
and in Britain with foreign finnacial backing. Although some government
and National Lottery finance has been provided to support British film
making, only 52 British films were made in Britain in 2000 compared with
70 in 1999, and the film industry has been criticized for making too many
indifferent films.

In 1960 there were over 3,000 cinemas in Britain. But many have now
either gone out of business, or changed to other activities such as dancing
and bingo. But new screens have been built since 1996 and today there are
2,954 cinema screens situated either in single buildings or in multiplexes
with five or more screens. Annual audience figures dropped from some 501
million in 1960 to 193 million in 1970. This decline was hastened by the
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P L A T E  1 1 . 8 People leaving an Odeon cinema (© Paula Glassman/Format)



arrival of television and continued as new forms of home entertainment,
such as videos, have increased. However, although annual admissions sank
to 55 million by 1984, there was an increase to 142 million in 2000. This
improvement in audience figures has been encouraged by cheaper tickets,
a wider range of films, responses to competition, appeal to younger people
and the provision of an alternative leisure activity within more modern
surroundings. But more than 30 per cent of the population never go to the
cinema and 47 per cent of those aged over thirty-five never go.

A Target Group Index (BRMB International) poll in 2000 found that
attendances at ‘cultural events’ of the population over fifteen in Britain are
increasing and were 56 per cent for cinema, followed by theatre (23), art
galleries and exhibitions (22), classical music (12), ballet (6), opera (6) and
contemporary dance (4).

British popular music led the world from the 1960s and was both an
economic and cultural phenomenon. Since the Beatles and early Rolling
Stones, the domestic market for music sales has multiplied more than
sixfold. However, in recent years, there has been a staleness in the popular
field which has affected mainstream, avant-garde and ‘ethnic’ music alike.
Some critics attribute this to commercial manipulation, overly packaged
offerings and standardized bands, and others to a lack of substantial and
consistent talent. Old-guard pop stars complain about the inadequacy of
contemporary British pop music with its bland, vacuous material and
ephemeral boy and girl bands, which have difficulty breaking into the
global (and particularly the American) market.

But British popular and rock music today still has a domestic and
international following, is attractive to the overseas youth market and
constitutes a considerable and growing industry. Music was worth over £4
billion a year in 2000 with exports of £1.3 billion. The value of UK record
sales rose by 3.3 per cent in 2000, with 200 million pop albums and 66
million pop singles. Sales of classical albums increased by 13 per cent in
2000 to a value of £66.5 million. The music business has expanded and
constitutes a sizeable amount of British exports in the form of recordings,
concert tours, clothing and books. Polls suggest that 81 per cent of Britons
between sixteen and twenty-four spend their leisure time listening to CDs,
tapes or records at least once a week, and more people attend live music
performances than football matches.

There is a wide range of museums and art galleries in Britain, which
provide for a variety of tastes. Most of them are financed and controlled
by local authorities, although some are commercial ventures and others,
including national institutions such as the British Museum and the National
Gallery in London, are the province of the Secretary of State for Culture.
In the past, entry to most of the public museums and art galleries was free
of charge, but in recent years entrance fees have been charged for some
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institutions. This development has led to protests from those people who
regard such facilities as part of the national educational and cultural
heritage, which should be available to all without charge. But museums
and art galleries are also finding it difficult to operate on limited funds and
are dependent upon local government grants, Arts Council subsidies and
National Lottery donations. The Labour government has now persuaded
thirteen national galleries and museums to drop their entry charges.
Museum and art gallery attendance in England rose from 25 million in
2000 to 27 million in 2001.

As in sport, certain arts activities and their associated buildings have
become virtual institutions, such as the West End, repertory companies, the
Last Night of the Proms, the Albert Hall, the Royal Festival Hall, the
National Theatre, the Tate (including Tate Modern) and National Galleries
and the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre at Stratford-upon-Avon. These
have been added to in recent years by buildings such as the Tate Modern,
together with associated (often controversial) prizes such as the Turner
Prize. They reflect Britain’s lively (and internationally important) contem-
porary art scene.

Attitudes to leisure, sports and the arts

MORI/We British public opinion polls in 1990 produced findings that are
still valid according to later polls, although there have been decreases in
some activities. They showed that Britain’s cultural life was thriving on
both home and wider social levels. A large number of people participate in
a considerable variety of available pastimes, sometimes with surprising
priorities. One poll asked interviewees ‘which, if any, of these have you
been to in the past twelve months?’, with the following results: library (49
per cent); cinema (32); museum (27); theatre (25); art exhibition (17); foot-
ball match (14); pantomime (13); orchestral concert (10); pop concert (10);
modern dance (8); opera (3) and classical ballet (2).

A second poll asked interviewees ‘which of these things have you done
in the past month?’, with the following results: watched television or a
video (89 per cent); read a book (64); had friends round to your home for
a meal or a drink (51); been to a restaurant (49); been to pubs (46); general
exercise and keep fit (42); gardening (40); Do-It-Yourself (39); been away
for a weekend (23); been to a sports club (20); been to a cinema (16);
competitive sport (16); been to a nightclub or disco (15); been to the theatre
(15); been to a social or working men’s club (15); been away on holiday
(13); and been to a wine bar (12). The interesting point in this list is the
popularity and second place of reading, as well as the appeal of sporting
and keep fit activities.
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The authors of We British concluded that ‘we can report that the
nation is in no telly-induced trance. Its tastes mix watching and doing,
‘high’ and ‘low’ cultures, with a richness that contradicts the stereotypes
of the British as divided between mindless lager louts and equally money-
grubbing consumers. The mix we have found will not please everybody.
Not enough football for some, not enough opera for others. But that is
what we should expect in the culture of a whole nation’ (We British, 1990:
133).

Explain and examine the following terms:

Do-It-Yourself the pub rugby football
package tour National Lottery sponsorship
bear-baiting scratchcards ‘bed and breakfast’
high culture cricket the Arts Council
‘West End’ brass bands repertory theatres
football pools ethnic restaurants multiplexes

Write short essays on the following topics:

1 What do the above opinion polls reveal about the British people? Should
one trust the polls?

2 What is your impression of the British people, in terms of their leisure,
sporting and artistic activities?

Bennett, A. (2000) Popular Music and Youth Culture: Music, Identity and Place London:
Palgrave/Macmillan

Christopher, D. (1999) British Culture: An Introduction London: Routledge

Hill, J. (2001) Sport, Leisure and Culture in Twentieth-Century Britain London:
Palgrave/Macmillan

Holt, R. and Mason, T. (2000) Sport in Britain 1945–2000 Oxford: Blackwell

Jacobs, E. and Worcester, R. (1990) We British: Britain under the Moriscope London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson

Monk, C. and Sargeant, A. (2002) British Historical Cinema London: Routledge

Polley, M. (1998) Moving the Goalposts: A History of Sport and Society Since 1945
London: Routledge
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Exercises ❖

Further reading �



Department for Culture, Media and Sport: www.culture.gov.uk

UK Sport: www.uksport.gov.uk

Sport England: www.english.sports.gov.uk

The FA Premiership: www.fa-premier.com

Rugby Football Union: www.rfu.com

Artsonline: www.artsonline.com

The Arts Council (England): www.artscouncil.org.uk

Arts Council of Wales: www.ccc-acw.org.uk

Scottish Arts Council: www.sac.or.uk

Arts Council of Northern Ireland: www.artscouncil-ni.org

National Lottery Commission: www.natlotcomm.gov.uk

BBC: www.bbc.co.uk

ITC: www.itc.org.uk
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Websites�



adult education 208–9
Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration

Service (ACAS) 160
agricultural revolutions 19, 42, 140
agriculture 19–21, 42, 140
archbishops (Church of England) 74,

240
arts (the) 271–6
Arts Council (the) 272, 274
aviation (civil) 29; military 97–8

back-bencher 84–5
bail 124–5
balance of payments 146
Bank of England (the) 153
banks 153
Baptists (the) 239, 246, 247
barristers 133–5
BBC (the) 221, 222–4, 225–8, 273
Beveridge Report (the) 168–9
bills (parliamentary) 77–9
bishops (Church of England) 74, 240
Britain 1–7, 10–11, 38, 41–5
Britishness 38, 51–6
British Telecom 25, 29–30, 142
broadcasting media (the) 222–9
building societies 153, 181
by-election 74

Cabinet (the) 86–7
cable television 225–6
Chancellor of the Exchequer 86, 88

Channel 4 225
Channel 5 225
Channel Islands 10
Channel Tunnel 3, 28
Christianity 240–8
Church of England 240–4
Church of Scotland 244–5
cinema 263, 274–5
city (of London) 44, 140, 153
civil courts 121–2
civil law 114
civil law appeals 122
civil law procedure 122–4
Civil List 72
civil servants 88
Civil war 62, 238
class structure 148–9
climate 18–19
coal 22–5
Common Agricultural Policy 20–1
common law 69, 116
Commonwealth (the) 98–101
communications 25, 29–30
comprehensive schools 194, 195–8
Confederation of British Industry (CBI)

159–60
Conservative Party 82, 84, 142
constituencies 80
constitution (the) 69–71
consumer protection 161
council housing 50, 179, 181, 183
councillors (local government) 66
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counties 11
county councils 66
county courts 121–2
cricket 267–8
criminal courts 118–21
criminal law 114
criminal law appeals 121
criminal procedure 124–7
crown courts 120

defence policy 94–8
deindustrialization 49
deregulation 142
devolution 2, 11, 65, 66–9
Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP)

124
district councils 66
divorce 170–1
doctors 173, 174, 177

economic history 140–1
economic performance 141–8
economic policies 142–3
economic structure 143–4
education (further and adult) 208–9
education (higher) 204–8
education (school history) 191–5
education (schools) 195–9
Eire 10, 106–10
elections (parliamentary) 74–7, 

80–5
electricity 22–5
emigration 49
employers’ organizations 159–60
employment 148–52
energy resources 22–5
England (geography) 10, 11, 16
environment (the) 10, 30–3
European Union (EU) 3, 20–1, 69–70,

101–6, 117

family credit 172
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